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Foreword 


Peter Hunter Blair’s The World of Bede was first published in 
1970. At the time of its publication there had not been a mono- 
graph on Bede worthy of the name for over fifty years (the last 
being The Venerable Bede: His Life and Writings by G. F. Browne, 
published in London by SPCK in 1919), and the standard 
monograph on Bede was still Karl Werner’s (by then outdated) 
Beda der ehrwiirdige und seine Zeit (Vienna, 1881). The prospective 
student of Bede and his Northumbrian context could do no 
better in 1970 than to consult the collection of essays by various 
distinguished scholars edited by A. Hamilton Thompson and 
published by the Clarendon Press in 1935 under the title Bede, 
his Life, Times, and Writings. The appearance of Hunter Blair’s 
book changed this situation immeasurably. It gave us the results 
of a lifetime’s thinking and reading about Bede and North- 
umbria by an eminent Bedan scholar, distilled into a readable 
and engaging book, written in a style that 1s immediately ac- 
cessible to the non-professional scholar and which carries the 
weight of its learning lightly and modestly — as in all Hunter 
Blair’s scholarly publications — but which 1s supplied with am- 
ple documentation for those who would pursue its arguments. 
The most striking feature of The World of Bede is that it is based 
almost entirely on its author’s reading in the primary sources, 
above all Bede’s own Latin writings, as well as the manuscript 
evidence for Northumbrian learning (accessible through E. A. 
Lowe’s Codices Latini Antiquiores). For this reason, Hunter Blair’s 
book stands up well to the passage of time: being concerned with 
Bede himself, and not with the industry of Bedan scholarship, 
Hunter Blair’s arguments are as fresh and relevant as they were 
twenty years ago. Indeed George Brown, who has recently 
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written the only general monograph on Bede which deserves 
comparison with The World of Bede, could describe Hunter 
Blair’s book as ‘one of the best books on Bede and his milieu’ 
(Bede the Venerable (Boston, 1987), p. 142). The high reputation 
which Hunter Blair’s book still enjoys among Anglo-Saxon 
scholars encouraged the Cambridge University Press to under- 
take a photographic reprint; I have taken the opportunity of 
correcting a number of misprints (for the detection of many of 
which I am indebted to the generous assistance of David Dum- 


ville) and adding some brief Bibliographical Addenda (pp. 327-9). 
Michael Lapidge 


Cambridge 
January 1990 
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Preface 


Writing from his bed of sickness to the Patriarch of Alexandria 
in the summer of 598 Gregory the Great was able to pass on the 
joyful news, but lately arrived in Rome, that large numbers of 
the English had been baptised on Christmas Day 597. He 
thought it necessary to tell the Patriarch that the English were a 
people who lived in a remote corner of the world and who had 
until recently worshipped sticks and stones. Almost exactly a 
hundred and fifty years later the great English missionary, 
Boniface, wrote from Germany to the abbot of Wearmouth and 
Jarrow asking him if he would send him some of the works of 
the monk Bede whose scriptural scholarship had lately made 
him eminent among his people as a shining beacon of the 
church. 

I have tried to show in this book how it was that a seed sown 
in this chill northern soil flourished so greatly that some of those 
who were nurtured upon its fruits became for a short while, 
before the age of the Vikings, the spiritual, intellectual and 
artistic leaders of much of northern and western Europe. I have 
deliberately confined myself to what has seemed to me the most 
interesting aspect of Bede’s times — the transition from illiterate 
paganism to the kind of world which enabled him to indulge to 
the full his delight in learning, teaching and writing. This 
choice has compelled the omission of much else that is relevant, 
and in particular I have not thought myself competent to 
write of his theological and spiritual teaching. 

My debt to the work of others will be apparent from the 
references and from the Select Bibliography, but I cannot 
forebear to mention the name of Charles Plummer whose 
volume of notes to his edition of the Ecclesiastical History | have 
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so often found to contain what I thought I had discovered for 
myself. It will be evident that much of Part IV of the book could 
not well have been written without many profitable hours spent 
with E. A. Lowe’s Codices Latint Antiquiores. | am deeply indebted 
also to Professor Dorothy Whitelock who has read the whole of 
the book in typescript, to its great profit, and to Dr F. H. 
Stubbings I owe my thanks for his helpful criticisms of my 
translations of passages in Bede’s writings. The final stages of 
preparing the book for the press have been greatly eased by help 
given me by my wife. Yet the greatest debt of all is to Bede 
himself. I hope that | may have succeeded in conveying to my 
readers at least something of what manner of man he was — the 
scholar who never spared himself in the search for truth, the 
monk who loved music and was deeply moved by the beauty of 
his church all brightly lit for a festal day, the teacher whose last 
thought was for the pupils of his school, and the endearingly 
humble man who chose the images of griddle, frying-pan and 
oven to illustrate stages in the growth of spiritual under- 
standing. 
Emmanuel College 
Cambridge 
24. xi. 1969 
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Alter Orbis 
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Change in the West 


“Bede, a servant of Christ and priest of the monastery of the 
blessed apostles Peter and Paul, which is in Wearmouth and 
Jarrow...’ Bede so describes himself near the end of what he 
regarded as the last of his major works, The Ecclesiastical History 
of the English Nation. And he continues: ‘I was born on an 
estate of the same monastery and when I was seven years old 
my kinsmen entrusted me for my education to the most reverend 
abbot Benedict and later to Ceolfrith. Since then I have passed 
the whole of my life within the walls of this same monastery and 
devoted all my time to studying the Scriptures. Amid the 
observance of monastic discipline and the daily charge of 
singing in the church, my delight has always been in learning, 
teaching or writing. In the 19th year of my life I became a 
deacon, and in the goth year I advanced to the office of priest- 
hood, on each occasion at the hands of the most reverend bishop 
John, and at the bidding of abbot Ceolfrith. From the time when 
I received priest’s orders until reaching the age of 59 I have 
concerned myself with making these brief commentaries on 
Holy Scripture from the works of the venerable fathers, for my 
own needs as well as the needs of my brethren, or even with 
adding something more towards their understanding and 
interpretation.”! There follows a list of his works under some 
twenty-five titles, making a total of some sixty separate books. 

It is scarcely surprising that no account of Bede’s life was 
written in the early years after his death, since a life such as his 
offered little scope to writers of the currently fashionable hagio- 
graphy. Beyond the moving story of his death, written by one of 
his fellow-monks, there is little more to be told of either lesser 
incident or greater episode in the near sixty years of his life. We 
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know, that towards the end of his life he visited his former pupil 
Egbert who, at that time, was bishop of York and that a second 
visit was only prevented by ill-health.? His description of 
Cuthbert’s cell on Farne has sometimes been regarded as 
evidence that he had visited the island and it may also be that 
he went to Lindisfarne,’ but even if there were other unrecorded 
journeys about Northumbria there are no grounds for thinking 
that he had travelled more widely. William of Malmesbury was 
certainly right in refusing to credit those who said that he had 
been to Rome, and rash only in believing that Pope Sergius had 
invited him.4 Some of Bede’s works began to circulate in 
England during his own lifetime, but there is no evidence that 
his reputation became more widespread until after his death. 

The date of his terrestrial birth had no great significance for a 
man who regarded life as the brief pilgrimage of an exile from 
eternity, and later chroniclers, driven to precision by the 
rigidity of annals, drew differing conclusions from the little that 
Bede recorded about his age. He seems to say that he finished 
his Eccleszastical History in 731 and that he was aged 59 when he 
compiled the list of his works which forms its epilogue, so 
suggesting that he was born c. 672, entrusted to the care of abbot 
Benedict ¢. 679, ordained deacon c. 691 and priest c. 702. The 
place of his birth is unknown though it probably lay close to 
either Wearmouth or Jarrow on land which was part of their ori- 
ginal endowments. The translator of the Aistory into Old English 
rendered Bede’s Latin natus in territorio etusdem monasteru by the 
words acenned on sundurlonde pes ylcan mynstres, but the compound 
sundorland (sundurlond), indicating land set apart for a special 
purpose, is not uncommon in northern English place-names 
and it is wiser to regard it in this passage as translating ¢erri- 
torium rather than as referring to the place now called Sunder- 
land.® 

Bede never refers to any of his kinsmen by name, nor is 
anything known about them from any other source, but we may 
infer that they were Christians and, in view of their association 
with such a man as Benedict Biscop, probably from the ranks of 
the well-born. At this time it was a common practice for parents 
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who were anxious for their children to be educated, to entrust 
them to the care of a monastery at an early age, but such a step 
did not necessarily imply lifelong devotion to monasticism, still 
less any desire to be rid of an unwanted child. John, from whom 
in later years Bede received the orders first of deacon and then 
of priest, was the bishop of Hexham. It was to Acca, John’s 
successor in the see at Hexham, that Bede dedicated most of his 
theological works, often expressing himself towards him in terms 
of the deepest affection. At 19 Bede was several years below the 
canonical age of 25 for ordination to the diaconate. He may 
have shown exceptional ability as a young man, but we do not 
know how strictly the canonical age for ordination was enforced 
in England at this time. 

Not all of Bede’s writings can be exactly dated, but so far as 
we know, his two earliest works — the De Arie Metrica and the De 
Schematibus et Tropis — were composed in 701 or 702, both of them 
being designed for the use of teachers in the schoolroom.® His 
last work was a letter which he wrote towards the end of 734, 
the year before his death, to his former pupil Egbert who was 
then bishop of York and who was to become its first de facto 
archbishop in the following year.” The 60 or so volumes which 
Bede wrote over a period of some 30 years represent his labours 
during those parts of his day which were not occupied by 
teaching in the monastic school or by the fulfilment of his prime 
duty, the daily observance of the monastic rule and the daily 
praise of God in the church. Music was one of Bede’s great 
delights. We know that he was skilled in the recitation of 
vernacular English poetry and songs,® and it seems likely that 
the great interest and joy which he repeatedly shows in 
the music of the liturgy was first kindled by the visit of Abbot 
John, the archicantor of St Peter’s church in Rome who came to 
Wearmouth to teach the Roman chant, possibly in the very year 
in which Bede entered the monastery as a boy of seven.® 

Shortly before his death when, by his calculations the English 
had been living in Britain for rather less than 300 years, Bede, 
though not without concern for the evils seemingly foretold by 
the simultaneous appearance of two comets, was able to 
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contemplate a Christian country whose people were enjoying 
times of stability, peace and prosperity. A king had lately died in 
Kent after ruling his kingdom for more than 34 years, Rochester 
had lost a bishop who was said to have been as familiar with 
Greek and Latin as he was with his native tongue, and in 
Canterbury the archbishopric had recently changed hands after 
a tenure of more than 37 years. The rulers of Kent, who could 
trace their royal ancestry far back beyond the days of Augustine, 
the first archbishop, had become, like the rulers of the other 
petty kingdoms south of Humber, subject to the suzerainty of 
fEthelbald, king of Mercia, who himself reigned for 41 years. 
North of Humber, Bede’s own Northumbria was governed by a 
king to whom he was glad to send the first draft of his Ecclest- 
astical History for criticism and comment, and who, after reigning 
for 12 years, lived for a further 27 as a monk in St Cuthbert’s 
monastery at Lindisfarne. Enjoying stability within, the English 
were no longer at war with their external neighbours. The 
Picts, now rejoicing in membership of the universal church, 
were observing a treaty of peace with the English, and likewise 
the Scots, living contentedly within their own boundaries, were 
not contemplating any attack against the English. Only among 
the Britons did hostility remain, hostility which rested partly on 
understandable feelings of personal antagonism towards their 
conquerors, but which also had a theological basis exemplified 
by their continuing refusal to unite in the observances of the 
universal catholic church.}°® 

Bede was about 13 years old when Ecgfrith, king of North- 
umbria, was killed in battle against the Picts at Dunnichen 
Moss in Forfar in the summer of 685, only four months after the 
dedication of the new church of St Paul at Jarrow, and for the 
remaining 50 years of his life the records do not tell of any 
major battle fought anywhere in Britain, nor do they tell of any 
attack against Britain’s coastline. Had he been born half a 
century earlier Bede might well have found himself involved 
directly in some of the many wars arising from the attempts of 
ambitious rulers to extend their boundaries or to win supremacy 
over neighbours, and had he died a little more than half a 
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century later he would have witnessed the first Viking attack on 
his own monastery. But, in his sight, the headlands and lofty 
cliffs had been set to defend the earth against the raging storms 
of the sea not against the attacks of pirates, just as the resolute 
hearts of God’s faithful people protected the church against the 
boisterous waves of persecution." Neither Jarrow nor Wear- 
mouth nor Lindisfarne nor many another coastal or island 
monastery could have prospered as they did unless the seas had 
been more their protection than their enemy. Stability had been 
achieved and for a while a balance was maintained. 

Yet for all the serenity of his surroundings, Bede would have 
agreed with William of Malmesbury’s description of his birth- 
place as lying in the most distant corner of the world, on the 
furthest shore of an island which some called another world 
(alter orbts) because there were not many geographers who had 
discovered its existence.!* Long before Bede’s birth, Gregory the 
Great, writing to Eulogius, bishop of Alexandria, described the 
English as a people who lived in a corner of the world and who, 
until lately, had put their trust in the worship of sticks and 
stones.}® Bede himself had a deep sense of his remoteness from 
the centre of things, though it was a sense that would have been 
shared only by those few of his contemporaries who were both 
well-educated and widely-travelled, and certainly not by those 
Northumbrians who contemptuously rejected the papal letters 
which Wilfrid brought from Rome in the expectation that they 
would ensure his immediate restoration to favour.4 In one of 
his commentaries Bede asked his readers not to be critical 
because he had written so much that he had learnt from ancient 
authors about the nature of trees and aromatic herbs. He had 
not done so out of conceit, but out of regard for the ignorance of 
himself and his fellow-men who had been born and bred in an 
island of the Ocean far outside the world. How else were they to 
learn about what happened in Arabia and India, Judaea and 
Egypt, save through the writings of those who had been there ?5 

There was one very real sense in which Bede did indeed live, 
if not outside, at least on the edge of the world. Some two and a 
half miles away from his monastery towards the north-east, on a 
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low bluff commanding the entry to the Tyne, there lay the 
abandoned Roman fort of Arbeia (now South Shields), and a 
similar distance to the west, but on the north bank of the river, 
was Segedunum (now Wallsend), the terminal fort of the great 
Wall built by Hadrian to run more than 70 miles from sea to 
sea. This famous Wall, as Bede called it, ‘8 feet broad and 12 
feet high in a straight line from east to west, as is manifest to 
onlookers even to this day’,}* formed the most northerly sector 
of a frontier which in the time of Diocletian (284-305) embraced 
the whole of Europe south of the Rhine and Danube, as well as 
much of Arabia and north Africa. Jerome writing in his cell at 
Bethlehem, Paul and Antony sharing their loaf of bread in the 
Egyptian desert, Augustine writing of the City of God in north 
Africa, Cassiodorus turning from the Italian civil service to the 
preservation of manuscripts in Calabria, Martin born in Pan- 
nonia to become the soldier-saint of Merovingian France, 
Isidore the greatest scholar of Visigothic Spain — all these men 
in their different ways and ages, however much they strove to 
withdraw from the classical world, were, nonetheless heirs to a 
common imperial tradition which lived long after the death of 
Bede, even though its nature and strength became varied by 
continuing change and development. 

At the beginning of the fourth century the most westerly 
parts of the empire, including Spain, Gaul and Britain, consti- 
tuted four dioceses under the terms of the administrative 
reforms put into effect during Diocletian’s reign. When 
Justinian died in 565, some thirty years before Pope Gregory 
sent Augustine to undertake the conversion of the heathen 
English, the whole of these four western dioceses had been lost 
to imperial control save for a small part of southern Spain which 
had recently been re-conquered and was still subject to Byzantine 
rule. Even Italy itself, though now regained by Justinian’s 
general, Belisarius, had been under the rule of an Ostrogothic 
king for more than 30 years. The units of imperial government 
had been replaced by the kingdoms of the Anglo-Saxons, 
Franks, Lombards, Sueves, Visigoths and Ostrogoths, with 
Justinian’s empire nowhere extending north of the Alps. 
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All that we know of the defences of Britain late in the fourth 
century suggests that, had they been adequately manned, they 
would have been capable of protecting the country against the 
most vigorous assaults. But it was Britain’s misfortune to lie at 
the edge of the world, and so to seem less and less important in 
the eyes of those who saw Milan under siege by Alaric or the 
Visigothic king, Radagaesus, leading his barbarian troops 
through Italian countryside, and even Rome itself sacked by 
barbarians in 410. In times like these the defence of a remote 
island could have no major place in the strategy of the generals 
employed by Rome. Britain ceased to be part of the empire not 
because the defences, behind which her citizens had enjoyed 
remarkable security for nearly four centuries, were overthrown 
in battle, but because the troops manning those defences were 
gradually removed either to meet more pressing needs elsewhere 
or to support rebels seeking to win control of the Gaulish 
prefecture. The sanction of effective Roman government was 
only intermittently at work in Britain during the years between 
383 and 410, and after that date it ceased to exist. Whatever 
beliefs or hopes may have been held in Rome, it was never 
restored. 
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Bede’s View of Britain 


Bede regarded Britain (Brittania), which he distinguished from 
Ireland (Aibernia), as an island rich in natural wealth.! With an 
abundance of crops and trees, it was well-suited for the grazing 
of sheep and cattle, and in some places there were vineyards. 
There were many kinds of birds, and it was notable for its 
plentiful springs and its rivers which abounded in fish, especially 
salmon and eels. Seals, whales and porpoises were very fre- 
quently caught round its coasts, and there were many kinds of 
shell-fish, including mussels which often contained the finest 
pearls, red, purple, amethyst or green, but most often white. 
There was a great abundance of cockles used to make a scarlet 
dye which never faded in the sun or rain, but grew ever more 
beautiful with age. There were salt springs, and also springs of 
hot water from which flowed rivers furnishing hot baths in 
various places suitable for people of all ages and both sexes. It 
was Bede’s belief that the water received its heat from fire 
burning in the inner parts of the earth, and that when the heated 
water came into contact with certain metals, it was raised to 
boiling point and so brought to the surface of the earth.*? Ores 
of copper, iron, lead and silver were plentiful, and there was an 
abundance of jet. Bede does not say where the ores were being 
worked in his day, nor does he mention tin, gold or coal. He is 
likely to have known about the deposits of jet at Whitby which 
the nuns used for making small pendant crosses,’ whether or not 
they also used it for frightening snakes. 

That Bede ever visited Ireland seems unlikely. He shared the 
geographical belief of the times that its southern shores lay far to 
the south of Britain, reaching down towards the north coast of 
Spain, and he believed that it was greatly superior to Britain in 
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the healthy mildness of its climate. Snow seldom lay there for 
more than three days, and no one troubled to make hay in the 
summer or to build stalls for their cattle as a protection against 
the winter. No snakes could live there, and whenever it chanced 
that a snake was taken to Ireland on board a ship from Britain 
it died as soon as it breathed the Irish air. Moreover, almost 
everything that came from Ireland — and doubtless Bede did 
not mean to include certain Irish opinions about the proper 
date for the celebration of Easter - was efficacious against 
poison. We have seen some, Bede wrote, who after being bitten 
by a snake and then given a drink in which scrapings from the 
leaves of books brought from Ireland had been immersed, were 
immediately able to expel the poison of the bite from their 
bodies. We may smile at Bede’s credulity, and reflect how little 
times have changed. Ireland was indeed for Bede a land of milk 
and honey, rich in vines, fish and fowl, and especially remark- 
able for its deer and goats. 

Just as Bede thought it important to give in his biblical 
commentaries information about the far-distant lands of the 
south and east, so he evidently thought that there would be some 
among the readers of his History who did not know that because 
of Britain’s geographical position, there was much greater 
variation in the hours of light and darkness between winter 
and summer than was experienced in Armenia, Macedonia, 
Italy and other countries of similar latitude. He knew that 
the variation was caused by the sun seeming to pass beneath the 
earth nearer to the pole in the summer and much further to 
the south in the winter, though of course he supposed that the 
movement was of the sun travelling round the earth. The 
symbolical significance of darkness and light is a commonplace 
of Biblical exegesis, yet there is at least one passage in Bede’s 
writings which still conveys to us a vivid sense of his own 
personal meditations while he watched the northern stars. He 
conceived the shadow of the earth at night as narrowing and 
sharpening into a pyramid as it reached out into the void. 
Sometimes that shadow fell across the moon, but when it did no 
other star was eclipsed because the splendour of the sun spread- 
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ing beyond the boundaries of the earth shone freely upon the 
more distant stars. ‘When you look around you amid the 
surrounding darkness of the night, away from burning torches, 
you do not doubt that there are some places illuminated by the 
light of those torches, even though with the darkness of the 
night standing in your way, you cannot see more than the 
flames of the torches themselves. Even so (men say) that most 
pure place which is nearest to the void of the heavens is always 
full of light from the flames of the stars which spread about on 
all sides.”4 A little strangely perhaps, in view of his great interest 
in the subject, Bede said nothing in his chapter of his History 
entitled De Situ Brittaniae of another natural feature of the 
island which would have interested many, the great rise and 
fall of the tides. Yet on this topic, from his own observations 
and from the remarks of his countrymen, Bede was able to 
question the view that the ebbing and flowing of the ocean took 
place everywhere simultaneously, as if it were one immense 
river. ‘For we who live along the shores of the sea of Britain 
know that when the tide has begun to flow at one point, it is at 
the same time beginning to ebb at another.’5 

Bede’s conception of Britain was a geographical conception of 
two large islands, Brittanta and Aibernia, not of four distinct coun- 
tries — England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland — diversified by 
distinctions of race, language and institutions. During Bede’s 
lifetime Ireland had no unity save that of its physical shape, and 
none of the other three countries yet existed in a form which 
would have enabled him or his contemporaries to recognise them 
as distinct national entities. In Bede’s sight it was not national- 
ism that gave unity to Brittania, but the fact that the people who 
lived in the island all studied and professed the same knowledge 
of the sublime truth, in other words that its inhabitants were all 
Christians. He expressed his recognition of racial diversity in 
Brittania by saying that, in accord with the five books in which 
the divine law had been written, the Scriptures were now being 
studied in the languages of five different peoples—the English, 
the Britons, the Scots, the Picts and the Latins. He added that 
the language of the Latins had become common to the other 
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four peoples named through the study of the Scriptures. We 
ought not to infer from this remark that Latin was still being 
spoken in everyday life by ordinary people, but only that it was 
the language in which all men studied the Scriptures whatever 
their vernacular tongue. It would be correct to make the further 
inference that the Scriptures were not generally known to these 
peoples in either their Hebrew or their Greek forms, even though 
there is evidence that part at least of the Greek New Testament 
was known to Bede at Jarrow.’ 

Popular origins are a common form of antiquarian specu- 
lation and the story-tellers of Britain were no less fertile in their 
imagination than the compilers of genealogies. Bede naturally 
recorded something about the origins of some of the people who 
lived in the two islands of Britain, but he was careful to dis- 
tinguish popular traditions from what he believed to be 
historical fact, and it almost seems as if the traditions which he 
chose to record were those whose credibility received some 
support from the circumstances of his own day. He thought, 
for example, that the first inhabitants of Brittanta were the 
Brettones and he recorded a tradition that they had come to 
Brittana from Armorica. Later sources elaborate a legendary 
tale which derived the name Brittania from a certain Brutus who 
was associated with Aeneas and the Trojans and who eventually 
reached Britain after many adventures, including a stay in Gaul 
where Brutus supposedly built the city of Tours. The story of 
Romulus and Remus was known in Northumbria and it would 
be rash to assume that the legend of Brutus was not already 
current in Bede’s day. If he rejected its greater extravagances, 
but reported a tradition that the Brettones had come from 
Armorica in Gaul, he may have done so because the Armorica 
of his day was indeed so completely British in race, language 
and social organisation that a movement from Armorica into 
Britain would be entirely credible. Similarly with the Picts of 
whose legendary origins Bede wrote at greater length. They had 
come, so men said, from Scythia, a land which in another 
context he associates with Thule and the midnight sun.® After 
being driven in their ships beyond Brittania, they reached the 
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northern coast of Hibernia. The Scotit who lived there would not 
allow them to settle but told them that there was a bigger island 
not far away which they could often see on a clear day. The 
Picts accordingly sailed to Brittania and occupied the northern 
part of the island, since the Britons already held the southern 
part. Because the Picts had no wives they asked the Scots if they 
could have some of their women in marriage and the Scots 
agreed, but only on condition that whenever any doubt arose 
the Picts would choose a king from the female rather than from 
the male stock. It is well-known, wrote Bede, that this custom is 
still observed among the Picts to this day. And herein for Bede 
lay the rationale of the whole story. He evidently knew that the 
form of succession practised by the Pictish rulers differed in some 
way from that familiar to him in his own society and he found a 
credible explanation of an unusual custom in the story of the 
Scottish wives, which he may well have learnt from the Pictish 
emissaries sent by their king to discuss ecclesiastical topics with 
Abbot Ceolfrith at Jarrow ¢. 710. We do not know how the 
Pictish law of succession was practised. There is no evidence 
that the kingdom was ruled by a queen, nor is there any instance 
before Bede’s death of the direct succession of a father by his son 
to the rule of the kingdom. The succession of a brother was 
common, but it seems unlikely that this was the peculiarity upon 
which Bede was commenting, since the succession of a brother 
was common in the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, and particularly so 
in seventh-century Northumbria. 

We do not know whether Pictish was ever a written language. 
Books written in Latin were certainly in use at Pictish ecclesi- 
astical centres during Bede’s lifetime, but no fragment of any 
such book now survives and we have no means of knowing 
whether the intellectual interests stimulated by the study of the 
Scriptures led Pictish ecclesiastics to record any aspect of their 
own history, other than the mere names of their kings and the 
number of years that each of them reigned. We can learn from 
Bede that on the eastern side of Britain the southern boundary 
of the Pictish kingdom lay on the Firth of Forth,® and that at 
least during the last twenty years or so of Bede’s life its people 
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lived on terms of friendship with the English who were their 
southern neighbours across the Forth. But this had not always 
been so. Shortly after the middle of the seventh century, perhaps 
some twenty years before Bede was born, the English of 
Northumbria conquered part of the Pictish kingdom and held 
it in subjection until 685. On the western side of Britain the 
southern boundary of the Picts, separating them from the 
Britons, had at one time been marked by the Firth of Clyde, but 
this was no longer so in Bede’s time owing to the occupation of 
former Pictish lands in this area by people who had migrated 
from Hibernia. Before this migration, so far as we know, the 
whole of Scotland north of Forth and Clyde, and including the 
Orkneys, was Pictish. 

Bede made a distinction between the lands of the northern 
Picts and those of the southern Picts which were separated from 
one another by steep and rugged mountains.!° Early writers 
distinguish two major features in the Scottish mountains, the 
Dorsum Brittaniae or Spine of Britain, known also as Druimalban, 
running in a long gentle curve from Cape Wrath to the Clyde, 
and the Mounth, running east and west and corresponding with 
the Grampians. It is certainly to the latter that Bede was 
referring, but it 1s very doubtful whether the distinction which 
he made between northern and southern Picts was meant to 
imply anything more than a merely geographical distinction. 
Certainly there is no evidence from his time for the division of 
the Picts into two distinct kingdoms, even though we may think 
it unlikely that any king of that age would have been able to 
exercise effective control over a country whose physical geo- 
graphy has made its people notoriously resentful of central 
authority throughout their history. What particularly interested 
Bede in making this distinction was his belief that the northern 
and the southern provinces of the Picts had been brought to 
Christianity at different times. He thought that the northern 
provinces had been converted by Columba who came to Britain 
when Bridei was ruling the Picts and who received the island of 
Iona from the Picts. Bede, who dates the arrival of Columba to 
565, seems to be implying that at that date Iona was part of 
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Bridei’s Pictish kingdom, an implication not supported by 
Columba’s biographer, Adomnan, who wrote as though he 
believed that the lands west of the Spine had already ceased to 
be Pictish in Columba’s time. Bede’s source of information 1s 
again likely to have been the Pictish visitors to Jarrow. But, 
according to common report, the conversion of the southern 
Picts had taken place much earlier. The tradition known to 
Bede, and recorded by him as a tradition, was that the southern 
Picts had abandoned heathenism long before Columba’s 
arrival, and that they had been converted by a British bishop 
called Nynia whose ‘bishopric, distinguished by the name of 
bishop St Martin, and by a church where he himself lies buried 
with many other holy men, has but lately come into the 
possession of the English’.?! Bede adds that Nynia’s church was 
in a place called Ad Candidam Casam (now known as Whithorn 
in Wigtownshire) and that it lay in that part of the North- 
umbrian kingdom called Bernicia. St Martin is thought to have 
died ¢. 397, but the chronology of his life is by no means clear 
and there is nothing to show whether Bede knew the date of his 
death. That some at least of the Picts had been converted by e. 
450 is implied in a letter written at about that time by St 
Patrick who in the course of the letter twice refers to certain 
‘apostate Picts’. Columba’s biographer, Adomnan, believed 
that Columba made only one journey into the kingdom of the 
Picts and that journey, which took him across the Spine to Loch 
Ness and towards the fortress of King Bridei near the river Ness, 
brought him into direct contact with Pictish paganism.?? 

The arrival of the British and the Picts in Britain was followed 
later, Bede writes, by the settlement of a third people. Coming 
from Hibernia under the leadership of a chieftain called Reuda, 
either by friendly negotiation or by force of arms, they occupied 
certain lands which they still possessed and which had formerly 
belonged to the Picts. ‘They are still to this day called Dal- 
reudint after the name of their leader, for in their language daal 
means “‘part’’.’13 For Bede and other writers of his age the 
Scottt were primarily the inhabitants of Hibernia. The migration 
of some of the Scottt from Hibernia to Brittanta and the later 
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development of a strong kingdom of Scotti in Brittania made it 
necessary for both Irish and English writers to distinguish 
between the homeland and the offshoot and this they did by 
using such expressions as Scotti Britianiae or, in Irish sources, fir 
Alban (men of Britain). Bede could call Ireland either Hibernia 
or Scottta, but he did not need any name by which to distinguish 
the whole of what is now Scotland from the rest of Brittania since 
such a distinction had no reality for his age. 

The witness of Ammianus Marcellinus, of late Roman 
fortifications, of inscriptions using the distinctively Irish 
alphabet known as ogam and of Irish traditions, all testify to close 
connections between Ireland and western Britain beginning 
before the Roman occupation had come to an end and con- 
tinuing through the following centuries.44 In some areas, 
notably in the peninsulas of south-west and north-west Wales, 
there is good evidence for intensive Irish settlement, but in the 
outcome these settlements were absorbed in the Welsh kingdoms 
and never became of any lasting political significance. The 
settlement to which Bede refers was of vastly greater importance 
since it was the embryo of the kingdom of Scotland, though 
conception was not brought to fruition until long after Bede’s 
death. He himself refers neither to the place nor to the date of 
the settlement of those known in his day as the Dalreudini, and it 
is evident from his uncertainty whether the settlement had been 
peaceful or warlike that he knew nothing of the circumstances 
in which it had taken place. Like Isidore of Seville, though with 
more restraint, Bede was fascinated by the etymology of names. 
If we are bound to regard Reuda as a fictitious chieftain, com- 
parable with the Brutus who supposedly gave his name to 
Brittania, we must accept Bede’s contemporary witness that at 
the time when he was writing his History c. 731 the Scots settled 
in Britain were known simply as Dalreudini. Bede’s name is to be 
associated with the Irish Dal-Réti, signifying “division of Rete’, 
and later developing into Dalriata. Réte is the tribal name of the 
people from whom the historical kings of the Scots who settled in 
Britain derived their descent. We find them living in Argyllshire 
and also in the northern part of Ireland. According to Irish 
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tradition the Dal-Rétt were said to have migrated from the 
counties of Kerry and Cork in time of famine and to have 
founded new settlements, some of them going to Britain and 
some of them to north-eastern Ireland.15 We have no contem- 
porary evidence for this movement, but it is thought that the 
settlement of Scotti which grew into the kingdom of Dalriata 
took place near the middle of the fifth century, and that 
geographically it embraced the islands and the western main- 
land northwards from the Firth of Clyde towards Loch Linnhe. 
Whatever the circumstances of its origin, the kingdom of 
Dalriata was in conflict with the Picts by ¢. 550, and during the 
next half of the century the authority of its rulers was spreading 
eastwards across the more southerly of the Pictish provinces.14 

In the year 603 Aedan, king of the Scots of Dalriata, suffered 
a disastrous defeat at the hands of /thelfrith king of the English 
of Northumbria. The battle was fought at Degsastan, a place 
which cannot now be identified, but which probably lay some- 
where to the south of the Firth of Forth. In Bede’s judgement it 
seemed a battle of particularly great significance, because, as he 
wrote, from that day to this no king of the Scots in Britain dared 
to come to battle against the English.!” The defeat of the Scots 
of Dalriata by the English of Northumbria in 603 was indeed of 
lasting significance in the shaping of political boundaries, but of 
even greater significance for the world in which Bede lived was 
the flight into exile of the sons of Athelfrith following the 
latter’s death in battle in 616. These sons, and others of the 
Northumbrian nobility, all still pagan, found refuge some with 
the Picts and some with the Scots. Augustine reached Canter- 
bury six years before 7Ethelfrith’s victory over Aedan at Deg- 
sastan and while thelfrith’s sons were living as refugees and 
being converted to Christianity by priests of the Columban 
church, the mission of Paulinus reached Northumbria from 
Canterbury. 

Bede’s almost idyllic picture of Hibernia was perhaps coloured 
by his knowledge that Ireland had been at once the source of so 
much Christian teaching among the English, and the inspir- 
ation of so many Englishmen who had gone there to be taught 
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by Irish scholars at a time when no such teaching was to be had 
in England. He recorded no legend about the origins of its 
inhabitants, the Scottz, nor did he ever refer to any legendary or 
mythical episodes in their history while they were still pagan. 
He shows us Ireland as a wholly Christian country, and he 
recorded, in a passage borrowed from Prosper of Aquitaine, his 
belief that in 432 Palladius had been sent by Pope Celestine as 
bishop to those of the Irish who were already Christian.1® With 
not only the sea, but also the British kingdoms of western Britain 
separating the Irish Scots from the Anglo-Saxons, there was 
never any occasion for military conflict between the two peoples 
at the time when much of Britain was passing under English 
control. In 684 when Bede was aged about 13, Ecgfrith, king of 
Northumbria, sent an army to attack Ireland, and when Bede 
came to write of this incident in his History about half a century 
later, he was very severe in his condemnation of this attack 
against a people who had caused no offence but had always 
been very friendly towards the English, and he recorded the 
belief of those who saw the vengeance of God in Ecgfrith’s death 
in battle the following year, a severe condemnation indeed for 
the king who had but lately given the land upon which the 
monasteries at Wearmouth and Jarrow had been founded.!® 
Bede shows us Ireland in the pages of his History as above all a 
land fertile in missionaries and scholars, by no means all of 
them Irish. It was the home not only of Columba who carried 
Christianity thence to the northern Picts, and later through his 
successors to Northumbria, but also of Fursey who established a 
monastery among the pagan English of East Anglia. Agilbert, 
though himself of Gaulish origin, came to preach among the 
pagan West Saxons after spending a long time studying the 
Scriptures in Ireland. An Englishman, Wihtberht, had lived for 
many years in Ireland before setting out on a mission to the 
pagan Frisians, and two other Englishmen, known from the 
colour of their hair as Black Hewald and White Hewald, also 
lived for a long time in Ireland before going to preach to the Old 
Saxons among whom they both suffered martyrdom. At about 
the middle of the seventh century, as Bede records, there were 
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many Englishmen, not only of the nobility but also of the 
ordinary people, who had gone to Ireland either to study the 
Scriptures or for the sake of a more enclosed life. Some of them 
became monks while others preferred to devote themselves to 
study, moving about the country from one teacher’s cell to 
another?® — a land of milk and honey indeed — for so it must 
surely have seemed to Bede. 

Lying wholly outside the empire, Ireland had never ex- 
perienced Roman civilian institutions, whether political, legal 
or social. There were many kings, but no conception of a king of 
Ireland until long after Bede’s day. The basis of society was 
aristocratic and tribal, and the maintenance of order rested with 
the individual nobleman and his kindred each in their own 
locality, rather than with any centralised authority. Though 
fighting was honoured in poetry, and frequent in practice, any 
conception of an Irish army going to war against Britons or 
English would be completely foreign to the age. What gives 
unique interest to this society when viewed against the back- 
ground not only of the vanishing western empire, but also of 
pagan Scandinavia, is its intense individualism and its very high 
powers of self-expression, characteristics which remain familiar 
in many parts of Ireland today. Wholly untouched by Roman 
influences, Irish pagan society, which paid high honour to 
lawyers and poets schooled to their professions by rigorous 
intellectual training, passed directly into a Christian society 
which preserved and developed, as it were, an aristocracy of the 
intellect and the arts, an aristocracy which found outlets for its 
talents in scholarship, poetry, calligraphy and the working of 
metal and stone, and which through its missionary zeal carried 
its influence across England, to northern Gaul, Switzerland and 
Italy. 
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3 
Britons and English 


While the Picts and the Scots of both Britain and Ireland lived 
in the relative security of remoteness, it was the misfortune of the 
Britons, abandoned by the imperial army whose protection they 
had enjoyed for centuries, to be left fully exposed to the attacks 
of the Anglo-Saxons. The military defences of Roman Britain 
were designed to restrain those of its people who lived in the less 
fertile mountainous districts and so to provide greater security 
for the development of agriculture, industry and the civilising 
influences of town life in the low-lying areas where the density 
of population was greater. Such a design presupposes that the 
North Sea and the English Channel were either free from 
shipping hostile to Britain or subject to the control of a Roman 
fleet. The building of fortifications and watch-towers along 
parts of Britain’s eastern and southern coasts marks the be- 
ginning of a process which was spread over some three centuries 
and which resulted in the occupation of the richer lowland 
areas by the English and the confinement of the Britons who 
remained independent to the remoter hills. The seizure of the 
richer areas by pagan barbarians cannot but have seemed a 
total disaster to those who were dispossessed, people who 
certainly by the year 600, and many of them one or even two 
centuries earlier, were members of a literate Christian society 
familiar with books and even the niceties of theological argu- 
ment. 

The Britons knew that their enemies had come from Germania 
and for this reason in Bede’s time they still called them, though 
corruptly, Garman. Bede himself knew that Germania was a 
country inhabited by a great many different peoples who were 
still observing pagan rites, and in addition to the Angles and 
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Saxons then living in Britain, he names Frisians, Rugians, 
Danes, Huns, Old Saxons and Boructuart (these last known from 
other sources to have lived in Westphalia). His interest in the 
Frisians, Boructuart and Old Saxons was occasioned mainly by 
the activities of Anglo-Saxon Christian missionaries among 
them late in the seventh century, notably the Northumbrian 
Willibrord who founded a monastery on an island in the Rhine 
later known as Kaiserswerth, and to whom Pippin gave the old 
Roman fortress at Traiectum, now Utrecht, as a base for an 
episcopal seat. But Bede’s comments on the pagan races of 
Germany are not confined solely to the work of missionaries. 
He notes, presumably as a distinguishing peculiarity, that the 
Old Saxons had no king, but were subject to a large number of 
chieftains of whom one was chosen by lot as leader at the out- 
break of war. After the war all the chieftains once more became 
equal in power.” And he also recorded more specific information 
about the origin of the Germanic peoples who were living in 
Britain in his day. They came, he believed, from three of the 
more powerful races of Germany — the Saxons, the Angles and 
the Jutes. He located them geographically by naming the 
country from which the Angles came as Angulus, and by placing 
the Jutes to the north and the Saxons to the south of them. He 
had heard it said that after the migration of the Angles to 
Britain, their country had remained deserted to the present 
day.? The survival of the place-name Angulus as the modern 
Angeln, and a variety of written and archaeological evidence 
ranging in date from Tacitus to Alfred the Great, enable us to 
locate the homelands of the Angli, or Engle as they called them- 
selves, close to the neck of the Jutland peninsula, in the neigh- 
bourhood of Schleswig and in the islands to the east of Schleswig. 

Bede’s account of the history of Britain between the sack of 
Rome by the Goths in 410 and the start of Augustine’s journey 
to England in 596 was derived mainly from two sources, the 
work of Gildas, a British monk who is generally thought to have 
been writing ¢. 550, and a Life of one of the Gallo-Roman 
bishops, Germanus, who held the see of Auxerre and who is 
known to have visited Britain in 429. The Life would be of 
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particular interest to Bede because he knew that the prime 
purpose of Germanus’s visit to Britain had been to combat the 
Pelagian heresy and bring the British church back to the fold of 
orthodoxy. The amount of material which Bede took from these 
two sources indicates the importance which he attached to this 
period of Britain’s history and likewise suggests that he regarded 
them as the best sources available for his purpose. Apart from 
his account of the continental origins of the Angles, Saxons and 
Jutes, he was able to add the names of one or two places and 
people, and also to give some chronological precision to Gildas’s 
narrative by correlating some of its stages with particular years 
of the Christian era. But basically Bede saw the conquest of 
Britain by the Anglo-Saxons in the same light as Gildas saw it — 
the vengeance of God justly falling upon a people who, though 
Christian in name, had been brought to corruption and all 
manner of evil by wanton and luxurious living.‘ Bede could 
borrow from Gildas a passage lamenting that not only were all 
bonds of truth and justice overthrown, but that also there were 
very few people left who knew that such virtues had ever 
existed.> And he could add to the list of unspeakable crimes 
described by their own historian, the further crime that the 
Britons never preached the Christian faith to the Angles and 
Saxons living among them in Britain. 

Almost in the last chapter of his History which, it must be 
remembered, was an ecclesiastical history, Bede repeated this 
charge of neglect, remarking that just as the Britons had been 
unwilling to teach the Christian faith to the pagan English, so 
now, when the English were in all ways instructed in the 
catholic faith, the Britons stubbornly persisted in their old 
errors. Bede was here referring to the fact that in 731 the 
British clergy, unlike the English, the Picts and the Scots, still 
observed certain usages which in his view placed them beyond 
the pale of catholic orthodoxy. It is difficult to escape the 
conclusion that in using for his account of the conquest of Britain 
the works of Gildas and Constantius, the one bitterly attacking 
the British clergy as well as the laity and the other representing 
the victory of catholicism over Pelagianism, Bede was himself 
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influenced by his deep, even passionate, devotion to the catholic 
faith. He may even have seen the continuance of the British 
clergy in error, and therefore sin, long after the Irish had 
become orthodox, as just retribution for the failure of the British 
to preach to the pagan English.” Yet it is hardly to be thought 
that Bede could have written an account of the Anglo-Saxon 
settlements in Britain even had he wished to do so. No written 
records were kept by either of the two sides engaged, and even 
if we are right to accept the narrative of Gildas as having been 
written ¢. 550, it provides contemporary evidence only for a 
limited part of the sixth century. 

British tradition, represented by Gildas and accepted by 
Bede, regarded as the central episode a fatal invitation, given by 
men in authority in Britain, to Saxons to come and settle in the 
island as hirelings to do battle against the enemies of their 
employers. It was as a consequence of the rebellion of these 
settlers that most of Britain eventually came under Saxon 
domination. Reflecting upon the situation in which the 
Romano-Britons found themselves after being left to look to 
their own defence, and upon the many parallels to be seen in 
other parts of the empire, we may think it likely that this 
tradition faithfully reflects an episode of major importance in 
the conquest of Britain by the English. It is probable that the 
British leader mainly concerned in this episode was Vortigern, 
a man whom we may conceive as born into the Romano-British 
aristocracy and as acquiring, perhaps c. 425 or a little later, a 
position not unlike that of the former military governors of 
Roman Britain. The rebellion of his mercenaries and the 
beginning of a long period of warfare probably occurred ¢. 450. 
Yet we would surely be wrong to regard Vortigern’s plantation 
of Saxons in Britain as more than an important episode in a long 
process by which the shores of Belgium and Gaul were affected 
almost as much as those of Britain. It was inevitable that later 
historians, and particularly Bede with his orderly mind and 
profound interest in chronology, should have looked for an 
exact point in time from which the beginnings of the English 
occupation of Britain might be reckoned. Yet even Bede was 
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always careful to indicate that what he called the adventus 
Saxonum was no more than an approximation. The evidence of 
some pagan Saxon cemeteries, particularly those found in close 
proximity to Romano-British towns, may well suggest that there 
were parts of the country in which peaceful Saxon settlements 
were being made while Roman imperial government was still 
effective. Although the interpretation of this and other archaeo- 
logical evidence raises many controversial problems, there is 
much to suggest that the Saxon conquest of Britain was a slow 
piecemeal process, probably achieved by small bands of men of 
mixed racial origin and serving under leaders who attracted 
followers by their prowess in war and their generosity with the 
property of their defeated enemies. It was a settlement in no way 
comparable with the conquest of Britain by the Romans or of 
England by the Normans. 

Although there was no Romano-British bishop to describe 
the siege of Pevensey by the Saxons, as Sidonius described the 
siege of Clermont by the Visigoths at about the same time, 
surviving Anglo-Saxon heroic poetry contains accounts, albeit 
allusive and fragmentary, of two incidents located in the lands 
from which many of the settlers in Britain originally came. We 
can be reasonably sure of the historicity of one of them, but both 
scem to give a faithful reflection of the kind of incident which 
may well have recurred many times on both sides of the North 
Sea in this age of migration. The earlier of the two, known to us 
in part from the fragmentary Fight at Finnsburg and in part from 
Beowulf, has for its theme the tragic consequences of a feud 
between Danes and Frisians. We know nothing of the origins of 
the feud. A company of Danes, 60 strong and led by their king 
Hnaef, are visiting Finnsburg, the stronghold of Finn, king of 
the Frisians. Because of the loss of the earlier part of the poem 
we are led abruptly into a scene in which the Danish warriors, 
sleeping in the hall of Finn, are suddenly called to arms by their 
leader: 


This is not dawn, nor flying dragon, 
Nor fire burning the horns of this hall, 
But men in armour! The eagle will scream, 
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The grey wolf howl, and the war-wood whistle, 
Shield answer shaft! Now shines the moon 
Through scudding cloud. Dire deeds are come 
Bringing hard battle and bitter strife. 

Awake my warriors! Grasp your shields !® 


For five days the battle continued as Hnaef and his warriors 
held the door against the enemy, but there unhappily the poem 
breaks off before the tale is near complete. The story was used by 
the poet of Beowulf, and although his allusive manner of telling 
it raises great difficulties of interpretation, we can learn from 
him that Hnaef was eventually killed and that after his death 
Hengest succeeded as leader of the Danes. Hengest and his 
surviving companions made a truce with Finn by whose terms 
both sides would bury their dead in a great ceremonial funeral, 
and Hengest and his followers would remain at peace with Finn 
in Frisia throughout the winter. But when the spring came the 
feud broke out again and Finn was killed. Hengest and his 
victorious men then returned to their own country laden with 
Finn’s treasures, and taking with them as well, Hildeburh, the 
Danish queen of the dead Finn. 

The Finn episode in Beowulf is presented as part of an 
evening’s entertainment of song and music in Hrothgar’s hall in 
celebration of the slaying of Grendel. Whatever may have been 
the poet’s motive for introducing this particular story, his man- 
ner of presenting it assumes that it would be familiar to those 
hkely to hear the poem. That Bede himself, with his known 
interest in vernacular poetry, knew some version of the Finn 
story cannot be proved, but the possibility that he did is 
strengthened by his report of a tradition that one of the leaders 
of those who came to settle in Britain at Vortigern’s invitation 
was Called Hengest, and by his statement that there was still in 
Bede’s own day a monument in eastern Kent bearing the name 
of his brother Horsa who had been killed in battle by the 
Britons.° There are grounds for something more than a sus- 
picion that the Hengest who figures in Anglo-Saxon heroic 
tradition is the same man as that Hengest who figured in the 
tradition known to Bede and who is represented in the Anglo- 
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Saxon Chronicle as playing a major part in the conquest of Kent 
from the Britons at about the middle of the fifth century. 

The second incident belongs historically to a later time and 
concerns Hygelac, who is shown in Beowulf as king of the Geats 
and uncle of the hero himself. During the entertainment which 
followed the recitation of the lay about Finn, Beowulf was 
rewarded with many costly gifts, among them a magnificent 
jewelled collar whose splendour was comparable only with the 
renowned necklace of the Brisings. The poet tells how this 
necklace had been worn by Hygelac on a fatal expedition to 
Frisia where he was killed by Franks who took possession of his 
body, his armour and the famous necklace. There are other 
references to this expedition in the poem and from one of them 
we learn that Beowulf himself contrived to escape with his life 
by plunging into the sea, bearing on his arm thirty suits of 
battle armour, and swimming away. Again the poet, concerned 
with entertainment and not with history, assumes that his 
audience will know about the famous necklace of the Brisings 
and also about the disastrous expedition itself. 

The expedition of Hygelac, mentioned only in allusive fashion 
and embroidered with an appropriate measure of fantasy, 1s the 
only incident in Beowulf which can also be seen through the eyes 
of a writer concerned with history rather than with entertain- 
ment. Gregory of Tours, the Frankish historian, records it thus. 


Afterwards the Danes, with their king called Chlochilaichus, set out 
by ship across the sea to attack Gaul. After disembarking, they lay 
waste and take possession of a district belonging to the kingdom of 
Theuderich, and with their ships laden with captives and other 
spoils of war they seek to return to their own country; but their king 
remained behind on the shore until the ships were dragged into the 
water, intending to follow afterwards. When Theuderich learnt that 
his land had been laid waste by foreigners he sent his son Theude- 
bert thither with a powerful force and a great array of arms. After 
slaying the king, Theudebert overthrew the enemy in a naval battle 
and made good all the plundering of his land.?° 


There is no doubt about the identity of Gregory’s Chlochilaichus 
with the Hygelac of Beowulf. Theuderich, son of Clovis, 
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succeeded his father as king of the Merovingian Franks in 511 
and died in 534. The raid cannot be dated exactly but probably 
occurred c. 520. Gregory’s account of the raid is commonly 
regarded as providing trustworthy independent support for the 
historicity of the Beowulf version. Gregory’s History was known 
in England during Bede’s age and was used by Bede himself, 
though it may not have reached him till late in his life. Bede, 
and no doubt others as well, will have read Gregory’s account 
of the raid.1! 
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The impression conveyed by the story of the fight at Finnsburg 
and of Hygelac’s raid on Merovingian Gaul is of a society which 
would have seemed anarchical to any Roman provincial 
governor of the fourth century. The many homes and farm- 
steads which have been excavated on some of the larger Baltic 
islands, notably Bornholm, once the home of the Burgundians, 
reflect small communities supporting themselves by agriculture 
and no doubt living peaceably for much of their lives with only 
periodic outbreaks of violence. Similarly the many pagan 
Saxon cemeteries widely distributed over the English lowlands, 
and sometimes counting many hundreds of burials, testify to the 
settlement of the newly-won lands by small village com- 
munities, again supporting themselves by agriculture. But this 
foundation of the Germanic society of north-west Europe 
remains inarticulate and is to be known only through some of 
its former possessions, which have indeed much to tell of its 
craftsmanship and material skills, whether in the handling of 
wood for building ships whose quality could not easily have been 
bettered for the needs they were intended to meet, or in the use 
of metal and precious stones for their arms and their jewellery. 
In a society such as this, uncontrolled by any occupying 
military power, and knowing nothing of any universal system of 
law, taxation or schooling, the security of the individual did not 
lie within any conception of a state, but within the much 
smaller unity of the kin. Any movement away from frag- 
mentation towards larger political entities had its roots in the 
war band held together by a successful leader —- such a man 
perhaps as Hengest. 

When the Romans invaded Britain in A.D. 43, they did so 
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with a highly-trained professional army of some 40,000 men, 
perhaps more than five times as many as William the Norman 
was able to put into the field at Hastings in 1066. But English 
traditions about the origins of some at least of the Anglo-Saxon 
kingdoms tell, not of large organised armies, but of chieftains 
coming to land with three, four or five ships: and if they were 
ships comparable with those found at Nydam near Schleswig or 
at Sutton Hoo in East Anglia they may have carried some fifty 
fully-armed men apiece. A seventh-century law code from 
Wessex defines a group of up to 7 men as thieves, from 7 to 35 
men as a band, and any number more than 35 as an army 
(here) .1 By this definition the 60 warriors who went to Finnsburg 
would certainly have been regarded as an army. This is not to 
deny that. there were occasions when substantially larger forces 
were assembled for battle, especially by the seventh century 
whex the extreme fragmentation following the breakdown of 
Roman authority was beginning to give way before the 
emergence of larger units. Something of the way in which 
individual groups of settlers took possession of areas of land in 
Britain which were smaller than the modern English counties, 
but substantially bigger than even a large parish, seems to be 
reflected by a widely-distributed type of English place-name. 
Réada, Haesta, Angenmaer and Hrotha are names of individual 
people now preserved in the place-names Reading, Hastings, 
Angmering, and the Rodings of Essex. We know nothing about 
them as historical people, but we can envisage them as leaders of 
small groups of settlers or colonists who took possession of such 
land as they needed and who, if the bond of kinship doubtless 
united some of them, were held together mainly by the common 
need of security in a newly-conquered land where there was no 
central government to maintain law and order. 

Tacitus regarded the typical inhabitant of Germania as a wild, 
blue-eyed man with reddish hair and a huge frame. Well able to 
endure cold and hunger, though not heat and thirst, he was a 
courageous fighter capable of great exertions, but impatient of 
sustained hard work. To throw away his shield in battle was to 
incur the supreme disgrace, and defeated survivors often 
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preferred to end their shame by hanging themselves. Their 
leaders won and maintained their position by their example 
rather than by their authority. When a young man seemed likely 
to make good, he was equipped with shield and spear at a public 
gathering and became attached to a group of older and more 
mature leaders. Within the band of companions so formed there 
was great rivalry for the first place beside the leader and great 
competition among the leaders for the largest band of com- 
panions. On the battlefield it was a disgrace for the chief to be 
outstripped in valour by his companions and for the companions 
to be less valiant than their chiefs. To leave the battle alive after 
the chief was dead was to incur lifelong infamy and shame. 
Whilst the chief fought for victory, his companions fought for 
their chief, and sometimes if there was a long period without 
fighting, the young men would leave their homelands and seek 
some other place where there was war afoot.? Tacitus fully 
understood that a society such as this depended for its nourish- 
ment upon continuing warfare and violence. The followers of 
the chiefs made demands upon them which could only be met 
by success in war which itself tended to increase the size of the 
chieftain’s following. 

Although Tacitus was writing some six hundred years before 
Bede’s time and drawing upon only a limited knowledge of the 
Germania of his day, much of what he says about the Germanic 
warband — the comitatus—is characteristic of Anglo-Saxon 
society not merely in the age of migration and settlement, but 
still in much later times. Under the Roman occupation the 
religious cult of the deified Roman emperor may have been 
intended to serve as the focus of loyalty towards the universal 
Roman state, but in Anglo-Saxon England loyalty was personal 
and not to any remote abstract conception. The strength of the 
personal bond between a man and his lord, whose meaning was 
often as much human as material, the value attached to personal 
allegiance, and the resultant attitudes towards the virtue of 
loyalty and the infamy of treachery are recurrent themes of 
Anglo-Saxon history and literature. Bede gave expression to 
these themes when he told of the devotion of King Edwin’s 
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thegn, Lilla, who, with no shield to protect him, leapt between 
his lord the king and the assassin’s poisoned dagger, when he 
condemned the infamous conduct of Hunwald in betraying to 
his death a trusting king who had sought refuge with him in 
time of need, and when he showed Raedwald, king of East 
Anglia, resisting the pressure of bribery and the threat of war to 
keep faith with an exile to whom he had promised friendship 
and a safe place of refuge.* Even as late as the time of thelred 
the Unready, when preachers and historians alike lamented the 
current evil of treachery, the old Germanic code of the comitatus 
as Tacitus describes it, finds its most powerful expression in the 
whole range of Anglo-Saxon literature in the poem describing 
the defeat of the English by the Danes in the battle at Maldon 
in 991. When Brihtnoth himself lay dead and his army had been 
turned in flight, his personal retainers fought on in determined 
fulfilment of their vow to their lord that if they could not ride 
home with him in safety they would lie with him on the field of 
battle. 

Britain in the centuries following the Roman collapse 
abounded with those whom the records call kings. Some of them 
ruled native British principalities in the north and west — among 
them Strathclyde with its capital at Dumbarton, Rheged with 
lands lying on either side of the Solway, Gododdin in the eastern 
Scottish lowlands, Elmet in part of western Yorkshire, Gwynedd 
including Anglesey and part of north-west Wales, Powys along 
what was to become the borderland between England and 
Wales, Dyfed in south-western Wales and Dumnonia in Corn- 
wall and Devon. Others, even more numerous, ruled in the east 
and south. When Edwin, king of the Northumbrians, led an 
expedition against the West Saxons in 626 he is said to have 
killed five kings there. When Saberht, a king of the East Saxons, 
died c. 617 he was succeeded by his three sons, and other 
incidents in the history of the East Saxons suggest that joint rule 
by two or more kings was common among them. When a king 
of Kent died in 725 he left three sons as heirs to his kingdom, 
and in later years, after Bede’s death, a ruler in Kent could 
describe himself as rex dimidiae partis provinctae Cantuariorum.‘ 
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There is similar evidence of joint rule by more than one king 
among the South Saxons. And to these we may add the kings 
who ruled in East Anglia, in Lindsey, in different parts of the 
midlands and also in Deira and Bernicia, the component parts 
of the kingdom of Northumbria. To any Roman historian who 
had known the provinces of Britain as constituting a diocese 
within the western empire, such a multiplicity of kings could 
hardly have seemed less than complete anarchy, and to any 
modern historian whose conception of Germanic kingship is 
based on such men as Gaeseric the Vandal, Theodoric the 
Ostrogoth or Clovis the Frank, the petty princelings of Britain 
after the collapse of the western empire may seem very little 
more than the chieftains described by Tacitus in his Germania. 
Hengest in Kent, Atlle besieging the Britons in the Roman fort 
at Pevensey, Cerdic and Cynric from whom the later kings of 
the West Saxons claimed descent, and Ida who established a 
pirate stronghold on the great rock at Bamburgh were surely in 
their own age merely the leaders of war bands who had at- 
tracted followers to their service and who by their success were 
able to reward them with treasure or land or both. Doubtless 
there were many other leaders who remain unknown to us, 
partly because they did not succeed in founding a dynasty in 
whose genealogy their memory might be enshrined and partly 
because no chronicle records a single episode in the settlement of 
the whole of eastern Britain between Thames and Tyne during 
the fifth and sixth centuries. 

If we interpret the scanty records correctly British opposition 
to Anglo-Saxon expansion was strong both in the south and in 
the north. Gildas recorded a great British victory — strangely 
described as the siege of Mons Badonicus — which seems to have 
led to a period of equilibrium, if not of British ascendancy, in 
the southern part of Britain for about halfa century from ¢. 500. 
Shortly after the middle of the sixth century a series of Anglo- 
Saxon victories finally extinguished all British rule east of the 
Trent and the lower Severn. In the north the British kingdoms 
were still dominant over wide areas when Augustine reached 
Canterbury in 597, but the situation changed radically during 
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the reign of Aithelfrith, the last of the pagan rulers of the 
Northumbrians, whom Bede compared with Saul for the 
ferocity of his attacks against the British and to whom he 
thought might fitly be applied the words of the patriarch when 
blessing his son in the person of Saul — “Benjamin a ravenous 
wolf, in the morning shall eat the prey, and in the evening shall 
divide the spoil’.® 

The warfare of Britain in the seventh century, when the 
settlement itself had been largely, if not wholly, completed, is a 
reflection partly of the continuing British struggle against the 
growing domination of the English north of Humber, and 
partly of the attempts of one or other of the English kingdoms 
south of Humber to establish supremacy over its neighbours. 
Bede records a list of seven kings whose position was dis- 
tinguished by their ability to exercise some form of authority 
over an area extending far beyond the bounds of their own 
kingdoms.® The first four of them were Atlle, king of the South 
Saxons, whose dates are uncertain but who was ruling late in 
the fifth century, Ceawlin, king of the West Saxons who is said 
to have died in 593, A:thelbert, king of Kent, who was reigning 
when Augustine reached Canterbury and who died c. 616, and 
Redwald, king of the East Angles, who died about the same 
time as A:thelbert but is said to have been winning the leader- 
ship for his people during thelbert’s lifetime. We know next 
to nothing in detail about the nature of the imperium exercised 
by these kings who are known in a ninth-century source as 
Bretwaldas, but their emergence marks a stage in the return 
from fragmentation towards the unity which Britain had known 
under Roman rule. The next three kings in the list were all 
rulers of the Northumbrians — Edwin, Oswald and Osuiu. The 
seventh and last in the list, Osuiu, died in 671, perhaps the year 
in which Bede was born. The imperium exercised by the three 
Northumbrian kings came near to extending over the whole of 
Britain, since it included not only all the kingdoms of the 
English, but also a large part of the lands still held by the 
Britons, the Picts and the Scots. But the Northumbrian sup- 
remacy did not last. When Bede was writing the last chapter of 
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his History, some sixty years later, all the kingdoms of the 
English south of the Humber were subject to Zthelbald, king 
of the Mercians, a representative of the only one of all the 
Anglo-Saxon royal families whose descent can, it is thought, be 
traced from men who ruled near Schleswig before the migration 
of the English to Britain. Mercian domination was confirmed 
and strengthened by Athelbald’s successor, Offa, who began to 
reign in 757, twenty-two years after Bede’s death, and who in 
his later years styled himself rex Anglorum or rex totius Anglorum 
patriae in some of his charters. In 794, two years before Offa’s 
death, Bede’s church at Jarrow was sacked by Viking raiders. 
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PART TWO 


‘Towards Christianity 





J 


The Initiation of a Mission 


There is no episode in the history of the English in Britain of a 
significance comparable with the mission of St Augustine about 
which we can learn so little from contemporary written sources. 
The contemporary evidence amounts only to some thirty letters 
written by Gregory, and many of these are mere letters of 
commendation to bishops and lay rulers through whose lands 
the travellers were expected to pass. The account of Gregory’s 
tenure of the papacy in the Liber Pontificalis contains only a short 
reference to the mission. There are no surviving letters written 
by Augustine or any of his companions, nor by any of the 
bishops whom they will have met on their journey from Rome 
to England. A sixth-century copy of the Gospels of Mediter- 
ranean origin is associated with St Augustine by good tradition 
and is likely to have been in use in Canterbury in Augustine’s 
time. Apart from a code of law, now preserved only in a twelfth- 
century manuscript but believed to be a genuine code issued by 
‘Ethelbert c. 602, there are no other Canterbury records of any 
kind dating from the period of the mission itself. There are 
several forged charters purporting to belong to the reign of 
fAithelbert, but the oldest unquestionably genuine Kentish 
charter belongs to the time of archbishop Theodore who did 
not reach England until more than sixty years after Augustine’s 
death. The most valuable supplement to these scanty written 
records is to be found in the surviving remains of some of the 
oldest Canterbury churches. When considering the history of 
the mission in Kent, and of other missionary activities in other 
parts of England, we must realise that when Bede was writing 
his History more than four generations had passed since 
Augustine’s arrival and several traditions had become crystal- 
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lised. There was no topic concerning the ecclesiastical history of 
the English which so profoundly interested Bede, yet as late as 
725, it seems that he did not even know the date of Augustine’s 
arrival in Britain and that he was only able to learn it after an 
English priest had gone to Rome some years later to search the 
papal registry for documents about the mission. 

Gregory’s Italy was a land brought near to exhaustion first by 
the wars of Justinian seeking to rescue it from Gothic domin- 
ation and then by the ravages of the Lombard invasions. When 
we recall not only his own physical ill-health, but also the 
hardships and insecurity of life in a country ravaged for the best 
part of a century by almost ceaseless warfare, we ought perhaps 
to be struck more by the fact that a mission was sent at all to 
such a remote corner of the world than by the scantiness of the 
contemporary records about it. Although in the sixth century 
the western countries, saving only England, were dominantly 
Christian, there were still many pagan survivals. We can see 
from Gregory’s letters his concern with the eradication of 
paganism from Sicily and Sardinia, and other sources tell of 
surviving heathen practices in Spain and Gaul. But there was a 
profound difference between these countries, including even the 
more heavily barbarised parts of northern Gaul, where rural 
populations living amid a long-established Christian society 
indulged in what was little more than superstitious nature- 
worship, and the situation in Anglo-Saxon England where the 
roots of paganism were widespread and deep. However much 
we may argue about the survival of Romano-British influences 
upon Anglo-Saxon England, here at least is one sphere in which 
the break was absolute. In those parts of Britain which had been 
settled by the English before 597 Christianity was totally 
obliterated and was replaced by Germanic paganism. Christ- 
ilanity survived only in those parts of the country which lay 
beyond the range of Anglo-Saxon settlement. 

Gregory’s letters suggest that it may have been his deep 
interest in the affairs of the church in Gaul that first brought 
him some knowledge of the pagan English and prompted him to 
consider how their conversion might be achieved. The earliest 
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of the many letters in his Gaulish correspondence was written in 
June 591, a bare year after his election to the papacy, to 
Vergilius, formerly a monk of Lérins but at that time archbishop 
of Arles, in response to complaints reaching Gregory in Rome 
that certain Jewish merchants in Marseilles were being sub- 
jected to persecution by excessively zealous Christian Franks.} 
Gregory would not have had any occasion to refer to the English 
in this letter, nor in the series of letters which he wrote four years 
later to Vergilius of Arles, to the bishops in Childebert’s king- 
dom and to King Childebert himself.? In the letters of this 
group he was concerned with explaining the new position which 
he had conferred upon Vergilius as his representative in 
Childebert’s kingdom. But among Gregory’s other Gaulish 
concerns he showed great interest in the administration of 
certain papal estates which lay in south-eastern Gaul and whose 
income was used to support the poor. It is in this connection 
that he first refers to the English. In 593 the papal patrimony in 
Gaul was being administered by Dynamius, a Frankish noble- 
man who was in effect the governor of Provence,® and in April 
of that year Gregory wrote thanking him for the 400 solidi, 
representing rents from the estates, which had reached him in 
Rome,‘ but in that same year Childebert deprived Dynamius of 
his office and it became necessary for Gregory to take fresh 
action for the security of the papal patrimony. In 594 he wrote 
to the managers of the Gaulish estates saying that he had 
decided to send someone from Rome who could protect and 
govern them, but that as the winter made travelling difficult 
they were to submit themselves in the meanwhile to Arigius, 
the new civil governor. The rents which accrued were to be 
entrusted to one of their number chosen by themselves and he 
was to hand them over to Gregory’s emissary when he arrived 
from Rome.® 

The man chosen by Gregory as governor of the patrimony 
was a priest called Candidus who would no doubt be fully 
instructed in his duties before leaving Rome for Gaul. In 
September 595 Gregory wrote a letter to Candidus which seems 
from the style of its address to have been sent in pursuit of 
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Candidus when he had already left Rome, and from its content 
to embody as an afterthought some modification of Gregory’s 
original instructions. The purpose of the letter was to tell 
Candidus that he was to spend locally any income that he 
received from the estates in Gaul because Gaulish solid: would 
not pass as currency in Italy. He was to use the money in two 
ways — for buying clothes for the poor and for buying English 
youths of the age of seventeen or eighteen so that they might be 
given to God in monasteries for their own well-being. And if 
Candidus was able to recover any of the revenues which had 
been wrongfully diverted, he was to use this money too for the 
same purposes. “But because those who can be found there are 
pagans, I want a priest to be sent across with them,’ wrote 
Gregory, so that if any of them were to be taken ill on the 
journey and seemed likely to die, the priest could baptise them. ® 

When Gregory sent Candidus to the patrimony in Gaul 
he gave him letters of commendation addressed to King 
Childebert (i.e. Childebert II, 575-96) and to his redoubtable 
mother, Brunhild, the Visigothic princess who, after her 
marriage to one of the grandsons of Clovis, became a dominant 
figure among the Merovingians for some thirty years until her 
death in 613. Gregory explained that he was sending Candidus 
to take the place of Dynamuus and asked the king and his mother 
to give him what help they could, particularly in securing the 
restoration to the estates of any just dues of which they might 
have been wrongfully deprived.” Gregory made no reference to 
the purchasing of English boys in either of these two letters 
which Candidus would carry with him when he set out from 
Rome. There was no particular reason why he should have done 
so, but if, before Candidus had left Rome, Gregory had already 
thought of using the Gaulish solid: for buying English youths, it 
would not have been necessary for him to send a special letter in 
pursuit of Candidus telling him that the money was to be used 
in this way. In other words, although we may certainly infer 
from the letter to Candidus that by September 595 Gregory 
knew something about the pagan English and was considering 
how to secure the conversion of at least a few of those whom he 


[44] 


THE INITIATION OF A MISSION 


expected Candidus to find in Gaul, the letter offers no evidence 
of a long-premeditated plan for the conversion of the Anglo- 
Saxons as a whole. 

The purchase of these youths was quite incidental to Cand- 
idus’s prime duty of acting as rector of the Gaulish patrimony, 
and Gregory’s instruction is to be set in the context of other 
letters sent by him to Candidus in Gaul: one asking whether he 
could find for a priest called Aurelius an oratory or some other 
place on the Gaulish papal estates which lacked a priest or an 
abbot and which Aurelius could serve, and another asking him 
to look carefully into the case of four Christians who, after being 
redeemed from captivity among certain Jews, were still being 
held in the service of those same Jews at Narbonne.® It is all too 
easy for the reader to jump to the romantic conclusion that the 
boys whose purchase was envisaged by Gregory were English 
slaves on sale in a market-place. We ought to remember the four 
Christians held in the service of Jews at Narbonne and toreflect 
that there may very well have been English youths similarly 
held in service elsewhere. Equally they may have been prisoners 
of war, mercenaries fighting in the service of the Merovingians, 
or merely young men in some way bound to the soil on Mero- 
vingian estates. If Candidus acted on Gregory’s instructions he 
would have had no difficulty in finding young men of Anglo- 
Saxon race in Gaul at this time. The closeness of relations 
between the two countries, attested historically by Procopius® 
and by the marriage of a Kentish king with a Frankish princess, 
is an archaeological commonplace of the fifth and sixth 
centuries. 

Candidus’s duties as rector of the patrimony lay in Provence, 
and we have seen Gregory asking him to look into the matter of 
the Christians held in Narbonne. The letters which he had for 
Childebert and Brunhild would help to smooth his path among 
local civil governors, those of them at least who were well 
disposed to the Merovingians, but we are not bound to suppose 
that they were ever delivered to the king or his mother in Paris 
or anywhere else in Gaul, a point relevant to conjecture on the 
whereabouts of the monasteries into which the English youths 
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were to be placed for their education. A journey on which it was 
thought that some of them might die was likely to be a long one. 
In the letter to Candidus, Gregory wrote about the English 
youths volo ut cum ets presbyter transmittatur and in the slightly 
earlier letter to the managers of the Gaulish papal farms he 
referred to the man whom he will send them from Rome 
(Candidus) in the words quem a latere nostro transmiserimus.?° It 1s 
difficult to know how far we can press the force of the prefix 
trans, but the most natural inference is that Gregory was 
expecting Candidus to find the English youths somewhere in 
Provence or near by, and that the journey he envisaged was 
between Gaul and Italy, certainly a dangerous journey in the 
prevailing conditions. 

Candidus would no doubt do his best to carry out Gregory’s 
instructions, but there is no other reference in Gregory’s 
correspondence to the purchase of English youths, and we are 
left to conjecture whether Gregory’s decision to send a mission 
to England was the outcome of a meeting with some youths 
bought by Candidus and sent by him to monasteries in Italy. 
Whether or not Brunhild and Childebert ever received the 
letters of commendation written by Gregory for Candidus in 
September 595, Brunhild and Gregory were certainly corres- 
ponding with one another in the following year when letters 
were carried between them by a priest Leuparicus,'! but there 
is no reference to the English in these letters. The earliest direct 
evidence of the reasons which prompted Gregory to send a 
mission to England is found in two of the group of letters of 
commendation given by Gregory to the missioners for use on 
their journey across Gaul. The whole group of letters was 
written in July 596, and the two of immediate concern were 
addressed the one to Brunhild and the other to her infant 
grandsons, Theuderich and Theudebert, who had succeeded to 
the kingdom after the death of their father, Childebert IT, 
earlier in the same year. 

Writing to the two young princes Gregory said that he had 
come to form great expectations of them because they desired 
their subjects to be completely converted to the faith which 
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they, their rulers, professed. He continued: ‘And so it has come 
to our ears that by the mercy of God the English race earnestly 
desire to be converted to the Christian faith, but that the priests 
in the neighbourhood are indifferent and do nothing to inflame 
their desires by their own exhortations.’!? The letter seems to 
imply Gregory’s belief that the English who wished to become 
Christians were subjects of the Frankish princes, but the point 
ought not to be pressed too hard since Gregory was certainly not 
well-informed about the political relations between the Anglo- 
Saxons and the Franks. In his letter to Brunhild Gregory 
included a similar phrase, remarking that he had heard that 
the English nation wished to become Christian ‘but the priests 
who are in the neighbourhood show no pastoral concern for 
them’.?3 

Although Gregory is quite explicit both about the wishes of 
the English and about the negligence of the nearby priests, we 
can only speculate about the source of his information. He 
never himself says that he ever met any people of English race, 
though he may have done so. A likely source whence information 
about the English could travel to Gaul and thence to Italy would 
be the court of the Kentish king, A‘thelbert, whose wife, 
Bertha, was Frankish. Bertha’s father was Charibert who, as 
one of the four sons of Chlotar I, began to reign on his father’s 
death in 561 and who himself died in 567. Her mother was 
Ingoberga who died in 589.14 Gregory of Tours, the earliest 
authority to refer to the wedding, does not say when the 
marriage took place and may not even have known the name of 
Bertha’s Kentish husband. Bede says that Bertha’s parents 
agreed to the marriage on condition that she was allowed to 
practise her faith unhindered, but it is doubtful whether we can 
press Bede’s reference to her parentes as meaning that the 
marriage took place before the death of her father mm 567. But 
at least it seems a safe assumption that Bertha and Athelbert 
were married before Gregory became pope in 590 and that the 
Frankish bishop, Liudhard, who accompanied Bertha to Kent, 
will have kept in touch with some at least of his colleagues in 
Gaul. 
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There is no other contemporary evidence touching upon the 
preliminaries to the English mission save for a remark by 
Gregory in a letter which he wrote to Syagrius, bishop of Autun, 
in July 599. The letter was primarily concerned with the 
hierarchical relations of the sees of Autun and Lyons, but in the 
course of it Gregory thanked Syagrius for the help he had given 
at the time when Gregory, after long thought (dzu cogztans) had 
decided to undertake the task of preaching the gospel to the 
English ‘through Augustine who was then prior (praeposttus) of 
my monastery, and is now our brother and fellow-bishop’.'® 
There is no profit in speculating about the exact meaning of diu 
cogitans, but the passage is valuable in telling us all that we know 
about the antecedents of the man chosen by Gregory to lead the 
mission. The monastery of which Augustine had become prior 
by 596 lay on the Clious Scauri, a declivity on the eastern slopes 
of the Mons Caelius on the southern side of Rome. Dedicated to 
St Andrew, it was next to the church of SS John and Paul, and 
not far away from the Circus Maximus, the Colosseum and the 
arch of Constantine. 
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6 
The Journey to England 


We have no account of the journey from Rome to England and 
we can only make inferences about the progress of the travellers 
from the letters written by Gregory in July 596. All save one of 
these are letters to churchmen or laymen who would have been 
in a position to help. The one exception is a letter in which 
Gregory encouraged the travellers not to turn back from the 
task which they had begun, but to complete it with determin- 
ation and enthusiasm. They were not to let themselves be 
deterred by the difficulties of the journey or by the tongues of 
evil-speaking men. On the return of Augustine, their prior, 
whom Gregory had now appointed as their abbot, they were to 
obey him humbly in all things.1 It seems to be an inescapable 
inference from this letter that after the travellers had got so far 
on their journey they found themselves deterred by formidable 
obstacles and were becoming doubtful of their ability to com- 
plete the work which they had begun. Evidently Augustine had 
gone back to Rome to discuss his problems with Gregory. A 
journey from Rome to a pagan people living in the furthermost 
corner of the world would certainly be beset with many diffi- 
culties and dangers, yet Rome itself in the sixth century knew 
all too well the consequences of warfare, siege and famine. 
Gregory’s reference to the tongues of evil-speaking men and his 
direct command that Augustine, now their abbot, was to be 
obeyed in all things may suggest that the mission was facing the 
possibility of failure not so much because of any faint-hearted- 
ness among its members, least of all in Augustine himself, but 
because its leader lacked sufficient authority. The salient change 
was that Augustine formerly praepositus was now abbas. 

Three of Gregory’s other letters of July 596 were written 
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respectively to Stephen, abbot of the monastery of Lérins in the 
bay of Cannes, Protasius, bishop of Aix-en-Provence, and the 
patrician Arigius, the civil governor of Provence. These three 
letters have one distinguishing feature in common, that not only 
is Augustine named as the bearer of the letters, but also in each 
case Gregory refers to news which he has had about their 
recipients from Augustine. Writing to Abbot Stephen of Lérins 
Gregory told of his joy at hearing from Augustine how the 
priests, deacons and the whole congregation were living peace- 
fully together and he thanked Stephen for the gift of spoons and 
plates which he had sent for the use of the poor.? In the letter to 
Protasius, Bishop of Aix, Gregory referred incidentally to news 
which he had received about him from Augustine, though the 
letter was primarily concerned with asking Protasius to do what 
he could to ensure that Vergilius, Bishop of Arles, sent on to 
Rome the payments from the papal estates which his pre- 
decessor had for many years wrongfully retained for his own 
use.® In the third letter, to Arigius, the civil governor, Gregory 
referred to the good reports which Augustine had brought about 
him and expressed the hope that Arigius would give such en- 
couragement as Augustine and his companions might need.‘ 
Unfortunately we know nothing at all about Augustine’s life 
before 596, by which date he had become prior of the Roman 
monastery. It is possible that he may have made some earlier 
unrecorded journey to Provence on Gregory’s behalf, but in 
view of the bulk of Gregory’s Gaulish correspondence, it seems 
likely that we should have heard something of it had he done so. 
The most probable inference from these three letters and from 
the letter to the missioners written during Augustine’s absence 
is that after leaving Rome they had reached Lérins, probably 
Arles, the seat of the civil governor, and the see of Protasius at 
Aix, and that having travelled so far, they were faced with the 
difficulties which caused Augustine to return to Rome, whence 
in due course he set out again carrying the letters for Abbot 
Stephen, Bishop Protasius and the patrician Arigius, as well as a 
further series of letters for use on the later stages of the journey. 

‘The remaining letters in the series are all addressed to Gaulish 
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bishops. Most prominent among them was Vergilius, the 
metropolitan of Arles, and here Gregory had to exercise his tact. 
He commended Augustine and his companions, but said nothing 
explicit about the purpose of their journey, remarking that 
Augustine would be able to explain this himself. In the second 
half of the letter he turned to the difficult matter of the income 
from the papal estate in Gaul, commending Candidus, com- 
menting on the way Vergilius’s predecessor had wrongfully 
retained the income and remarking how detestable it was that 
bishops had diverted what kings had preserved.® In this, as in 
other letters of the series, Gregory shows himself quite as much 
concerned with the Gaulish patrimony as with the mission to 
the English, and if we are looking for an explanation of his 
reference to the tongues of evil-speaking men and of his appoint- 
ment of Augustine as abbot, we may conjecture that perhaps it 
lay somewhere in the relations of Rome with the Gaulish 
church, particularly the metropolitans of Arles. The duty of 
obedience to Augustine which Gregory laid upon his followers 
suggests that after the missioners had entered Gaul, Augustine’s 
authority may have been questioned in such a way as to cause 
disunity among the group. 

Augustine was also the bearer of letters to Serenus of Mar- 
seilles, Aetherius of Lyons and Pelagius of Tours. All were 
written in identical terms, commending Augustine, saying that 
he would himself explain the circumstances of his journey in 
detail and commending Candidus.* Other letters were ad- 
dressed to Desiderius of Vienne and Syagrius of Autun, again 
commending both Augustine and Candidus, but not giving any 
additional information. These commendatory letters leave no 
doubt that the route followed by Augustine was the one along 
the Rhéne valley and not the transalpine route across the great 
St Bernard pass which was used in later days by travellers 
between England and Rome. They may have gone to Lérins 
either direct by sea from Rome or else by road to the mainland 
opposite the islands. Thence they would go to Marseilles, Aix, 
Arles, Vienne, Lyons and Autun. If they used the letter to 
Pelagius of Tours, and we do not know whether they did or not, 
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they might have continued northwards to Auxerre and then 
west to Tours, a diversion which would have taken them well 
away from the most direct route between Rome and Canter- 
bury. 

Augustine would certainly have seen the wisdom of using the 
letters to Brunhild and the two young princes across whose lands 
he was travelling and whose protection he would certainly need. 
We know that he met Brunhild and, although proof is lacking, 
it seems likely that he would visit the courts of Theudebert and 
Theuderich. There are several places at which such meetings 
could have taken place, among them Chalons-sur-Saéne, 
Orleans, Rheims, Metz and Paris. Whether or not the travellers 
visited ‘Tours, it seems likely that, rather than embarking at the 
mouth of the Seine for what would have been a long sea-crossing 
to Kent, they would have continued north-eastwards to the port 
known to Bede as Quentavic, now Etaples at the mouth of the 
Canche. Though later blocked by silt, this was the main port 
tor the crossing to England in Bede’s day, and was the one from 
which Theodore set sail on his journey from Rome to Canter- 
bury in 668-9.7 

The letters which Gregory gave Augustine on his second 
departure from Rome were all written in July 596. A little more 
than a year later, in September 597, Gregory sent a long and 
detailed letter to Brunhild written in answer to a request for the 
bestowal of the pallium upon Syagrius, bishop of Autun, and 
explaining why he had not been able to meet this request 
sooner.® There are two points in this letter incidental to its main 
purport but relevant to the English mission, first Gregory’s 
expression of gratification at the good report which had reached 
him about Syagrius, especially from John, one of Gregory’s 
regionartt who had recently visited Gaul, and at hearing about 
what Syagrius had done ‘for our brother Augustine’ ; and second 
his expression of thanks to Brunhild for the help which she 
herself had given to Augustine ‘our brother and fellow-bishop’ 
about which he had received reports from a number of the 
faithful. This letter is the first evidence we have for Gregory’s 
knowledge about the progress of the travellers. It is also the first 
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source to call Augustine a bishop. Its references to John, the 
regionarius, that is to say one of the deacons or sub-deacons 
concerned with the seven regions or wards of Rome, as bringer 
of news, and to the reports of the faithful, indicate the means of 
Gregory’s contacts with Gaul. If by this date, September 597, 
Gregory knew that Augustine had already reached England it 
seems probable that he would have said so. Brunhild herself 
would certainly have been interested because Bertha, the 
Kentish queen, was her niece, though Gregory probably did 
not know this. 

The first evidence of Gregory’s knowledge that the mission 
had reached England and met with success is contained in a 
letter which he wrote to Eulogius, the patriarch of Alexandria on 
29 July 598. The messenger who had brought letters from 
Eulogius found Gregory ill and left him still ill on his return to 
Alexandria carrying Gregory’s reply. Although afflicted by 
bodily and spiritual troubles, Gregory wrote to say that he had 
been greatly cheered to hear of the success of Eulogius in 
winning back heretics to the Church and so bringing an increase 
of spiritual crops to the celestial granary. And he continued: 


Forasmuch as I know that, doing good yourself, you rejoice to hear 
of it in others, I bring you in turn news not unlike your own. The 
English race who live in a corner of the world have until now 
remained unbelieving in the worship of sticks and stones, but aided 
by your prayer and prompted by God, I decided that I ought to 
send a monk of my monastery to preach to them. With my permission 
he was made a bishop by the bishops of the Germanies and with 
their help he reached the aforesaid people at the end of the world 
and now letters have just reached me about his safety and his work. 
He himself and those who went with him shine with such miracles 
among that people that they seem to imitate the virtues of the 
apostles in the wonders they display. At the feast of Christmas last, in 
this present first indiction, more than 10,000 Englishmen are re- 
ported to have been baptised by our brother and fellow-bishop.® 


The whole tone of this part of Gregory’s letter, no less than 
the particular phrase iam nunc ... ad nos scripta pervenerunt, con- 
veys a strong impression that this good news had only just 
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arrived at the time of writing, 29 July 598. The Christmas at 
which large numbers of the English had been baptised — and we 
need not interpret 10,000 literally - was the Christmas of 597, 
and with this additional date we now have four fixed points for 
the chronology of the mission: the second departure of August- 
ine from Rome in or after July 596, his meetings with Syagrius 
of Autun and Brunhild at a date soon enough to allow Gregory 
to hear about them by September 597, the baptism of many of 
the English at Christmas 597, and finally the arrival of letters in 
Rome just before 29 July 598 reporting the success of the mission. 
It would be a mistake to think in modern terms of a journey 
between Rome and Kent taking in all circumstances much the 
same sort of time. A large company, pausing on the way to visit 
bishops and royal courts, would obviously take much longer 
than a courier with letters making his best speed, and we can 
readily contemplate a variation between twelve months or more 
for a leisurely journey with frequent halts, and five or six weeks 
for a fast journey in favourable conditions. On the whole it 
seems probable that Augustine and his companions would pass 
the winter in Gaul and arrive in Kent in the spring or summer 
of 597. 

The other point of particular interest in Gregory’s letter to 
Eulogius is the statement that Augustine had been consecrated 
a bishop a Germaniarum episcopts. When Augustine left Rome for 
the second time, in or after July 596, he did so as an abbot, but 
when Gregory wrote to Brunhild in September 597 he referred 
to Augustine as fellow-bishop (co-episcopus), so that his conse- 
cration evidently took place between these two dates. If we keep 
rigidly to the sense of Gregory’s letter to Eulogius we cannot 
easily escape the inference that Augustine’s consecration as 
bishop preceded his arrival among the English. The letter states 
quite explicitly that Augustine had been consecrated by the 
bishops of the ‘Germanies’ with Gregory’s permission and that 
with their help he reached the English. It is difficult to know 
how far we can press the meaning of Gregory’s Germaniae. In the 
context of Diocletian’s empire the two German provinces, 
Germama Prima and Germania Secunda, lay along the left bank of 
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the Rhine from near the modern Swiss frontier to the North 
Sea, but it would be unwise to assume that Gregory was 
referring thus precisely to former provinces which had long 
ceased to exist. His use of Germaniae, rather than Gallia, perhaps 
suggests no more than the northern rather than the southern 
parts of Gaul. 

Why did Gregory adopt this procedure rather than himself 
consecrate Augustine in Rome before he set off? Lacking direct 
evidence, we cannot do more than conjecture, but perhaps there 
is a hint to be found in the letter which Gregory sent to Brunhild 
in July 596, a letter of which Augustine himself was the bearer, 
as monk and abbot, but not then bishop. In all of Gregory’s 
correspondence relating to the mission, this is the only letter 
which reveals something of his thoughts about the immediate 
objective of the mission. Clearly it was his hope that the English 
would be converted, but he explained to Brunhid that, having 
heard that the English wanted to become Christians, he was 
sending Augustine and his companions ‘so that through them I 
can learn something more about their wishes and with your 
help take thought for their conversion to the best of my powers. 
I have told them that for carrying out this task they are to take 
priests from the neighbourhood with them.’!° This passage 
suggests that Gregory envisaged Augustine’s first and immediate 
task as that of undertaking a preliminary exploration. Gregory 
himself can have known little or nothing about the situation in 
England, but as Augustine moved further north, he would be 
likely to gather fresh information, and he would surely have 
learnt at Brunhild’s court that her niece was married to the 
Kentish king and that there was a Gaulish bishop at her court 
ministering to her spiritual needs. Without going beyond the 
evidence of Gregory’s letters, it seems fair to conjecture that 
Gregory would have envisaged the possibility that Augustine 
might find the circumstances to be wholly unfavourable and 
that he might never be able to reach England. Taking the 
possibilities of success or failure into account, Gregory may have 
given Augustine written authority (dicentta) to receive episcopal 
consecration at the hands of the bishops in northern Gaul if, 
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when he got there, the conditions seemed favourable. And 
Augustine himself would surely see the need for using this 
permission when he learnt that there was already a bishop in 
Kent. 

There is no hint in Gregory’s correspondence or in any other 
contemporary source of the scene of Augustine’s consecration. 
The most northerly of the bishops to whom he carried com- 
mendatory letters were those of Autun and Tours, but there 
were several places further north — Auxerre, Paris, Rheims, 
Metz — where he could have been consecrated. Following the 
letter of September 597 to Brunhild, there is a gap of two years 
in the Gaulish correspondence and it is not until July 599 that 
we have a further considerable batch of letters. They were 
carried by Cyriac who had succeeded Augustine as abbot of the 
monastery of St Andrew in Rome, and were addressed to, 
amongst others, the bishops of Marseilles, Arles, Vienne, Lyons 
and Autun, as well as to Brunhild, Theudebert and Theud- 
erich.2 Apart from the letter to Serenus of Marseilles which 
contains an interesting expression of Gregory’s views on the use 
of statues and paintings in churches,}* the letters show Gregory’s 
concern with remedying various abuses which he had heard 
were prevalent in the Gaulish church, notably simony, and too 
rapid promotion of untrained laymen to the priesthood and the 
episcopate, and the habit of priests living with women. He 
urged the holding of a synod to remedy these abuses and he sent 
a pallium to Syagrius of Autun, but it was not to be bestowed 
upon him until he had summoned the suggested synod and 
remedied the abuses to the best of his powers. In all these letters 
Gregory’s prime concern was with the Gaulish church, and the 
only reference to the English mission in the whole group is in 
the letter to Syagrius of Autun in which he represents the 
sending of the pallium as an expression of his gratitude for the 
help which Syagrius had given to Augustine on his journey. 
Although it was now three years since Augustine had left Rome 
and probably two since he had reached England, there are no 
letters to Augustine himself from this period, though we know 
from Gregory’s letter to Eulogius that there had been corres- 
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pondence from Augustine’s side. In fact it is not until 601, five 
years after Augustine’s final departure from Rome that we can 
at last learn something about the English mission in the context 
of letters sent by Gregory to the missioners in England itself.15 
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Gregory kept a Register of the letters which he wrote and this 
Register is now our prime source of information about them. He 
did not keep any record of the letters which he recetved and 
hence it is no cause for surprise that we know nothing about the 
other side of the correspondence. None of Gregory’s letters 
survive as the original documents sent to Gaul, England or 
elsewhere, though, as we shall see, Bede was able to secure 
copies of some of them. 
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Correspondence 


There is a group of some fifteen letters all written by Gregory in 
the summer of 601 and arising in part from the more detailed 
information about the progress of the mission which some of 
Augustine’s monks had brought back from England. We do not 
know when these monks went back to Rome and the fact of 
their journey can be established only from Gregory’s references 
to it, not from any letters carried from England by the monks 
themselves. The great majority of the relevant letters written in 
601 by Gregory were addressed to bishops in Gaul and in some 
instances his references to the English mission form no more 
than a closing paragraph in a letter otherwise concerned prim- 
arily with the affairs of the church in Gaul, and particularly 
with the synod whose calling he had previously urged but which 
had not yet met. Among the bishops to whom these letters were 
addressed we find, as in 596, the holders of the more southerly 
sees of the Rhone valley — Marseilles, Vienne and Lyons, as 
well as the metropolitan of Arles — but in addition we find 
also a group of more northerly sees— Toulon, Chalons-sur- 
Sadéne, Angers, Metz, Paris and Rouen.? Again there are letters 
to the lay rulers Theuderich and Brunhild and also this time 
one to Chlotar.® 

Despite their numbers, the letters written to recipients in Gaul 
add only a small, though highly important, amount of factual 
information, since the letters to several of the bishops are 
couched in identical terms, while some of the others show only 
minor variations. The letters reveal that some of Augustine’s 
monks had gone from England to Rome and had told Gregory 
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that because so many of the English had been converted there 
were not now enough missioners to carry on the work and 
Gregory had therefore decided to send others to help them. The 
purpose of his commendatory letters was to further the journey 
of the new group whom he was sending. Among this new group 
he mentioned two by name, a priest called Lawrence and an 
abbot called Mellitus. Nothing is known about the previous 
history of either of these two. Only one of the relevant Gaulish 
letters of 601 is of substantially different content. It was addressed 
to Vergilius, the metropolitan of Arles, and in it Gregory said that 
if it should happen that Augustine came to see him, Vergilius 
was to receive him with affection and brotherly love, and in 
particular if Augustine should come to see him about the 
delinquencies of priests or of others, the two of them were to sit 
together and examine each case in detail. 

Finally there is a group of six letters all despatched in the 
summer of 601 and all relating directly to the work of the 
missioners in England. The recipients of these six letters were 
Augustine, to whom three of them were addressed, King 
Ethelbert of Kent, Bertha his consort, and Mellitus. This last 
was sent from Rome in July 601 in pursuit of Mellitus and his 
companions who had already begun their journey to England. 
One of the three letters to Augustine’ represents Gregory’s 
response to news which he has had, seemingly from Augustine 
himself, about the success of the mission, news which led 
Gregory to open and close his letter with the joyful message of 
the angelic host to the shepherds watching their flocks on the 
night of Christ’s birth. But the letter itself was a long and stern 
warning to Augustine that, although he could rightly rejoice 
that outward miracles had drawn the souls of the English to 
inward grace, he must equally fear lest he himself, forgetful that 
he was no more than the agent of God, might be led into sin 
through vainglory and boastfulness. ‘I say these things’, wrote 
Gregory, ‘because it is my desire to prostrate the soul of my 
hearer in humility.’ The tone of the letter, with its reminder of 
the fault of Moses committed 38 years before coming to the land 
of promise, may seem to us severe when we recall the dangers 
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which Augustine had faced and overcome, but we do not know 
what were the circumstances which evoked Gregory’s warning. 

Gregory’s letters to King thelbert and Bertha must always 
have a particular interest not only because of their content, but 
also because, as the first letters to be addressed to the rulers of 
an English state, they mark the beginnings of the change from 
barbarism to a literate civilisation among the Anglo-Saxons. 
Bertha herself would have been able to read Gregory’s letter 
and probably to write her own reply in Latin, for, as Gregory 
himself remarks, she was an educated woman. Perhaps there 
was an element of flattery in the claim made by the poet 
Fortunatus that Bertha’s father Charibert spoke Latin as 
fluently as his own language, but one of her uncles, Chilperic, 
knew enough Latin to be able to compose hymns in imitation of 
Sedulius and also to write a treatise on the Trinity.* Gregory 
told Bertha of his pleasure at having heard through the priest 
Lawrence and the monk Peter of the help which she had given 
to Augustine, comparing her part in the conversion of the 
English with the part played by Helena, mother of Constantine 
the Great. He then rebuked Bertha for not having a long time 
ago turned the mind of her husband towards the Christian faith 
which she herself held, both for his own sake and for the 
salvation of his people. Being strong in the faith herself and 
learned in letters, this ought not to have been a difficult task. 
Now that a fitting moment had come she must set to work and 
make good in greater measure what she had neglected in the 
past. She was to confirm her consort in the Christian faith and 
inflame his soul for the complete conversion of the people who 
were subject to him. Her excellent qualities were known not 
only in Rome where prayers were said for her, but also in many 
other places, even to the emperor himself in Constantinople, 
and now she was to give her whole-hearted support to Augustine 
and his fellow-workers.’ 

Writing to Aithelbert, whom he addresses as Rex Anglorum, 
Gregory told him that he had been brought to the office of ruler 
in order that he might give to his fellow-subjects the blessings 
bestowed upon him. He was to be heedful in keeping the grace 
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given to him by God and eager in spreading the Christian faith 
among his subjects, redoubling his zeal for their conversion. He 
was to attack the worshipping of idols and to overthrow the 
heathen temples, and, like the emperor Constantine, to turn his 
people to the worship of the true God. He was to pay close heed 
to the advice given to him by Augustine, a man well-instructed 
in the rule of monastic life and learned in Holy Scripture. There 
were many impending signs — terrors from Heaven, disordered 
seasons, wars, famines, plagues, earthquakes — all telling of the 
approaching end of this world, but if any of these things occurred 
in AEthelbert’s own country he was not to be troubled in his 
mind. Such signs were sent so that man might not be taken by 
death unawares. ‘I have spoken these things now in a few 
words, my illustrious son, to the end that when the Christian 
faith shall have increased in your kingdom, our discourse with 
you may also become more abundant.’® 

Nowhere in Gregory’s correspondence, our only contem- 
porary source, is there any direct reference to King thelbert’s 
conversion, but scholars generally have regarded this letter as 
one which could only have been written to a man who was 
already a baptised Christian and who was being urged to re- 
double his efforts to achieve the conversion of the remainder of 
his subjects. It seems scarcely credible that Gregory could have 
written in such terms as these to one who was still a pagan. Had 
this been the case he must surely have made a direct reference to 
‘Ethelbert’s pagan beliefs at some point either in this letter or 
in the letter to Bertha. The rebuke to Bertha was not because 
her husband was still pagan in 601, but because in all the years of 
her marriage to him she herself, an educated Christian, had not 
brought about his conversion long before Augustine’s arrival.°® 

One of the three remaining letters, addressed to Augustine 
and dated 22 June 601, contains advice about the organisation 
of the new church of the English.1° Gregory authorised August- 
ine to use the pallium, but only for the celebration of mass, and 
he also gave him permission to ordain in various places twelve 
bishops who were to be subject to his authority, ‘since the bishop 
of the city of London ought always in the future to be conse- 


[61] 


THE WORLD OF BEDE 


crated by his own synod, and may receive the pallium of honour 
from this holy and apostolic see.’ Gregory went on to express 
his wish that Augustine send to the city of York a bishop whom 
he might think fit to ordain, and if York and the places nearby 
were to become Christian, he himself (i.e. the bishop of York) 
might ordain twelve bishops and enjoy metropolitan honour. 
Gregory expressed his intention of giving the pallium to the 
bishop of York who was nevertheless to remain subject to 
Augustine’s direction. After Augustine’s death, the bishop of 
York was to be independent of the bishop of London, and in the 
future the relationship between the two was to be such that 
whichever had been ordained first was to take precedence over 
the other. But in the meanwhile Augustine himself was to have 
authority not only over the bishops ordained by himself and by 
the bishops of York, but also over omnes Brittaniae sacerdotes. 
Gregory seems to have been seeking in this letter both to deal 
with immediately current problems and to take a much longer 
view of the newly-developing church. He was not ordering 
Augustine to proceed at once to the organisation of two metro- 
politan areas, each with twelve bishops, but merely authorising 
him to ordain more bishops as the need arose. His only directly 
expressed wish is that a bishop should be appointed to York. 
There can be no doubt that had Gregory wished to do so he 
could have learnt much about the organisation of Roman 
Britain from materials preserved in Italy, and probably Rome 
itself, among them for example the Notitza Dignitatum or the 
materials from which the Ravenna Cosmography was compiled in 
the seventh century. And it would not have been difficult for 
him to discover that London and York had been the two major 
cities of Britain during the Roman occupation, or that during 
part of that occupation there had been bishops in both of them. 
On the other hand there is no hint in his letters that he regarded 
the mission as the winning back of a lost imperial province. What 
concerned him was not the pagan past but the nova Anglorum 
ecclesia. One of the most striking features of this letter is its 
implication that at this date Augustine was exercising his 
episcopal functions in London, and that Gregory expected his 
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successors to remain there. Gregory could not foresee the future, 
but we cannot dismiss as ignorance his evidence about the 
immediate past of his own day. However little he may have 
known about Anglo-Saxon England as a whole in 600, he had 
not only had letters from Augustine by July 598, but he had also 
had the opportunity of hearing a firsthand account from Peter 
and Lawrence who went back from England to Rome at a 
date which cannot be determined exactly but which must be 
after July 598 and before June 601. We seem bound to suppose 
either that Augustine was then in fact in London or that he was 
planning to go there, and that Gregory’s knowledge of the 
situation was derived from Peter and Lawrence. We ought not 
to overlook the fact that London was the only place in England 
with which Gregory associated Augustine. Moreover it seems 
easier to suppose that Gregory thought York to be a suitable 
place for a bishop because Augustine had told him so (through 
Peter and Lawrence) rather than because he had found the 
name in some documents in Rome. 

Abbot Mellitus and his companions presumably left Rome 
late in June 601. On 18 July Gregory sent a letter in pursuit of 
Mellitus expressing his anxiety at not having had any news 
about their journey, and asking him to convey to Augustine his 
further thoughts about the treatment of pagan temples in 
England.1! The temples were by no means to be destroyed, but 
only the images which they housed. If the temples were well 
built they were to be consecrated to the service of God so that 
the people might continue to worship in familiar places. They 
should not be deprived of their customary sacrifices of oxen, but 
on appropriate days they should build wooden booths in the 
neighbourhood of former temples, now converted to Christian 
use, and celebrate with religious feasting, their animals no 
longer sacrificed to devils, but killed for their own food with 
thanksgiving to God. Gregory seems to be supposing in this 
letter that Augustine would find solidly constructed stone 
buildings such as existed in Rome, but this would only have been 
the case in England with any still-standing stone temples of 
Romano-British construction. 
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Finally there remains a long document which in its present 
form consists of a series of questions posed by Augustine with 
answers written by Gregory — a document commonly known as 
the Libellus Responsionum. Although the authenticity of this work 
has been questioned, partly on the ground that it was not copied 
into Gregory’s register, as his letters were, and could not be 
found in the papal archives when search was made for it ¢. 735, 
Bede accepted it as genuine and most modern historians have 
done likewise.!2 Apart from matters touching ritual purification, 
no longer of great interest, Augustine sought advice on various 
problems concerning the organisation of the new church, its 
attitude towards certain social problems and its relations with 
the bishops of neighbouring churches. Augustine was naturally 
concerned about the means of life to be adopted by himself and 
his clergy and with the ways in which they were to use the 
revenues derived from offerings. Gregory’s reply shows that he 
did not expect Augustine, even though he had been trained 
under a monastic rule, to live apart from his clergy, and he 
envisaged that there would be some of the clergy in the lower 
orders who would be married and for whom a stipend should be 
provided. It would be right, in this newly-founded ecclesia 
Anglorum, to follow the customs of the first Christians, possessing 
nothing of their own, but sharing all things in common. A 
way of life such as this, though doubtless influenced by the 
monastic training of its head, was indeed communal, but not 
strictly monastic. 

On his journey from Rome to England Augustine had noticed 
variations of liturgical practice in the Roman and Gaulish 
churches, and when he raised this question Gregory’s reply was 
that Augustine himself was to select whatever might seem best 
from the usages of the Roman, the Gaulish or any other church, 
and so himself to shape a consuetudo for the English church. We 
may wonder if Benedict Biscop was influenced by Gregory’s 
advice to Augustine when he was himself drawing up his rule 
for Wearmouth and Jarrow some 70 years later. The conse- 
cration of bishops raised a practical difficulty for Augustine. 
Could he consecrate a bishop without the presence of other 
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bishops? Gregory recognised that Augustine could not avoid 
doing so, at least initially, since it was not to be expected that 
bishops would come frequently from Gaul to act as witnesses. 
But he was to consecrate bishops in places near enough to each 
other to allow ease of meeting, and when there were enough of 
them three or four were to assemble for each new consecration. 
Finally, and perhaps most important of all, there was the 
question of Augustine’s relations with the bishops of Gaul and 
Britain. Gregory’s reply was firm and unambiguous. He was to 
have no authority over the bishops of Gaul. The bishops of Arles 
had received the pallium from his predecessors and they were 
not to be deprived of this distinction. On the other hand, if 
Augustine ever had occasion to go to Gaul, he was to act 
together with the bishop of Arles in the correction of any faults 
that might be found in the bishops (presumably the Gaulish 
bishops) not as possessing any jurisdiction among them, but 
merely as acting in fulfilment of his Christian duty, and so that 
the relationship between them might be free from doubt, 
Gregory had written himself to the bishop of Arles. Touching 
the bishops of Britain, Gregory wrote: ‘We entrust all the 
bishops of Britain to you so that the ignorant may be taught, 
the weak strengthened by persuasion, the perverse corrected 
by authority.’ 

This document and the letter to Mellitus dated 18 July 601 
are the last of the Gregorian documents relating to the English 
mission. Gregory himself died on 12 March 604. Before we turn 
to other evidence, it will be convenient to summarise the facts 
which seem to be established by these letters. We know that the 
mission was led by Augustine and there is an inference that the 
priest Lawrence and the monk Peter were among his com- 
panions, but no other names are known from the first group. 
We do not know when they left Rome, but not later than July 
596 they had reached Lérins, Aix-en-Provence and probably 
Arles, Augustine had gone back to Rome and had set out for the 
second time. Not later than September 597 they had met 
Syagrius, bishop of Autun, and also Brunhild, but in neither 
case do we know where the meeting took place. Also by this date 
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Augustine, appointed abbot on his return to Rome, had been 
consecrated bishop by some of the bishops of northern Gaul (so 
interpreting Gregory’s reference to the episcopt Germaniarum). 
We do not know either the scene of his consecration or the date, 
save within the limits of July 596 and September 597. We do 
not know when Augustine reached England, but many of the 
English were baptised at Christmas 597. Written news of these 
baptisms reached Gregory in or shortly before July 598. At some 
date after July 598, but before June 601, the priest Lawrence 
and the monk Peter travelled from England to Rome, but we 
cannot date their journey more precisely. After 22 June but 
before 18 July 601 a second group of missioners left Rome. 
Among them were the priest Lawrence and the abbot Mellitus. 
The monk Peter is not mentioned. We do not know when this 
second group reached England. Gregory, writing after the 
arrival of Peter and Lawrence from England, supposes that 
Augustine is in London and that his successors will remain 
there. The crucial gap in this chronological summary is our 
ignorance of the exact date when Augustine reached England. 
All we know for certain is that it was before Christmas 
597, but a rapid journey could have taken him to England by 
the late autumn of 596. From this doubt there arises a further 
doubt — we cannot from the evidence of the letters be certain 
that Augustine was consecrated in Gaul before reaching 
England, and that he did not first visit England and then go to 
Gaul for his consecration. 
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Bede’s Account of the Mission 


Gregory’s letters have the same kind of value as evidence for the 
mission to England as do the letters of Sidonius Apollinaris for 
conditions in fifth-century Gaul. They are not the letters of a 
man looking back with hindsight on distant events but of one 
currently playing a major part in an undertaking whose out- 
come could not be foreseen, giving instruction for what was to be 
done in the future, not recording what had happened in the 
past. When Bede came to write his account of the mission and 
of the conversion of the English as a whole, events which for 
Gregory still lay in the future had receded for a span of 130 
years into the past. How did Bede learn about the mission? In 
trying to answer this question we need to remember how many 
questions remain unanswered even for the few years covered by 
Gregory’s letters, lest over the long retrospect from the present 
the more distant years become foreshortened. The earliest 
reference to the conversion in Bede’s writings is found in his 
treatise De Temporibus written in 703 when he was a little over 
thirty. The closing chapters of this work were devoted to the six 
ages of the world and its final section contained a brief chronicle 
of events which had occurred in the still-current sixth age and 
which were arranged chronologically not by the years of the 
Christian era, but by the emperors in whose reigns they had 
occurred. For the reign of Maurice (582-602) Bede recorded 
only Gregorius Romae floruit episcopus, but for the reign of his 
successor Phocas (602—10) he recorded Saxones in Britannia fidem 
Christi suscipiunt.1 The entries in this chronicle are so brief that 
we must be cautious in making inferences, but it seems that at 
this date (703) Bede did not know that Christianity had reached 
Britain in the reign of Maurice and we must hold it to be at 
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least doubtful whether he knew anything about Gregory’s 
connection with the mission or about Augustine. 

In the second of his chronological works, the De Temporum 
Ratione which was written in 725, Bede greatly enlarged the 
chronicle of the sixth age. He removed the entry about the 
conversion of the English back from the reign of Phocas to that 
of Maurice, and in the entries which he made for Maurice’s 
reign, and that of his predecessor, he reveals the use of a number 
of sources which had reached him ultimately from Rome - 
Gregory’s Commentary on Job, his Dialogues, the Liber Pontificalis 
and one of Gregory’s letters to Augustine. On the English 
mission Bede wrote as follows: ‘He [sc. Gregory] converted the 
English to Christ after sending to Britain Augustine, Mellitus 
and John, together with many other God-fearing monks. And 
‘Ethelbert, being presently [mox] converted to the grace of 
Christ with the people of Kent over whom he ruled, gave to the 
neighbouring provinces his own bishop and teacher Augustine, 
as well as other holy bishops with an episcopal see. But the races 
of the English living on the north side of the Humber under 
their kings Aille and #thelfrith had not yet heard the word of 
life. Gregory, writing to Augustine in the 18th year of Maurice 
and the 4th Indiction, decides that when they have received the 
pallium from the apostolic see, the bishops of London and York 
are to be metropolitans.’? The first sentence of this entry is 
derived from the brief life of Gregory contained in the Lzber 
Pontificalis, whence comes the name John, not hitherto ment- 
ioned. We may assume that Bede’s knowledge about A‘thel- 
bert’s conversion was derived from Kent. The final sentence 
refers to the letter which Gregory wrote to Augustine on 22 June 
601.8 

How much are we entitled to infer from this entry about 
Bede’s knowledge of the mission at this date (725) ? Did he know 
the date of Augustine’s arrival? At least he knew that it had 
been in Maurice’s reign and not the reign of Phocas, as he had 
thought in 703. Did he suppose that Augustine and Mellitus had 
travelled together or did he know that there had been two 
separate missions? Was Gregory’s letter to Augustine about the 
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metropolitans of London and York the only letter of Gregory’s 
which Bede had, or did he choose to refer to that one alone 
because of its reference to the metropolitan status of York, 
which had not yet been achieved by 725, but which we know 
was of great interest to Bede? We do in fact know that Bede 
already had one other document of Gregory’s — the Ltbellus 
Responstonum — because he refers to it in the Life of Cuthbert which 
he had written c. 720.4 In the remainder of the chronicle at the 
end of the De Temporum Ratione, covering the years 603-c. 720, 
there are only six items relating to the church among the 
English — including references to the arrival of Theodore and 
Hadrian, to Audrey and the founding of Ely, to Willibrord and 
to Cuthbert. Since it is certain that in these later entries Bede 
was in no way seeking to record all that he knew, we ought 
perhaps to be cautious before we assume that in his entry about 
the conversion of the English Bede was trying to do anything 
more than make a very brief summary of salient events which 
had occurred - or in the case of Northumbria had not occurred 
~ during the reign of Maurice. 

Since it can scarcely be open to dispute that Bede, like any 
other historian, was selective in the use of his materials, it will 
never be possible to trace the growth of his historical knowledge 
in detail or to determine exactly what materials were available 
to him at particular times. There were many occasions on which 
materials could have reached him, even from Rome itself. We 
shall consider later the several journeys made to Rome by 
monks from Wearmouth and Jarrow, but meanwhile we may 
note the comment which Bede made near the end of this 
chronicle of the sixth age in his De Temporum Ratione. ‘In these 
times’, he wrote, in a context of ¢. 720 and in a way showing that 
he was looking back over several years, ‘many of the race of the 
English, suffused with divine love, used to go from Britain to 
Rome, noblemen and common people, men and women, 
officers of government and ordinary citizens.’ It would be 
surprising if none of these travellers brought back information — 
for example the epitaph on Gregory’s tomb in Rome —- which 
ultimately found its way to Jarrow, and especially so if the 
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monks of Wearmouth and Jarrow who carried to Rome the 
great pandect which we now know as the Codex Amiatinus 
came back empty-handed.® 

Bede’s account of the Gregorian mission occupies eleven 
consecutive chapters of the first Book of his Ecclestastical History. 
Rather more than two-thirds of the entire content of these 
eleven chapters are derived in direct quotation from Gregory’s 
letters, while the remainder consists of narrative. We know from 
Bede’s own words that it was Albinus, abbot of the monastery 
founded by Augustine in Canterbury who urged Bede to write 
the work and who was also Bede’s chief source of information 
about the beginnings of Christianity in Kent and the neigh- 
bouring parts. Since Albinus became abbot ¢. 710 and was still 
alive in 731, it seems likely that he would be about the same age 
as Bede. Although they never met, they corresponded with one 
another, but there survives only a single letter from Bede to 
Albinus. Bede’s debt to Albinus is expressed in the Preface to his 
Fistory in terms which are a witness no less to his generosity 
than to the pains he took in his search for historical truth. He 
records how Albinus ‘diligently investigated either from written 
records or the traditions of the elders all the things that were 
done in that same province of the people of Kent or also in the 
regions adjacent to it, by the disciples of the blessed Gregory; 
and who sent to me by the pious priest of the church of London, 
Nothhelm, those of them which seemed worth recording, either 
in writing or by word of mouth of the same Nothhelm. Noth- 
helm afterwards went to Rome, and with the permission of 
Pope Gregory who is now set over that church [i.e. Gregory II, 
715 to 11 February 731] searched into the archives of the holy 
Roman Church, and found there some letters of the blessed Pope 
Gregory and of other pontiffs. And, returning home, he brought 
them to me by the advice of the aforesaid most reverend Father 
Albinus, to be inserted in my history.’® 

The material which reached Bede from Canterbury consisted 
in part of written documents and in part of local tradition. It is 
worth recalling that Abbot Albinus had been educated in the 
school established in Canterbury by Theodore and Hadrian 
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who reached England in 669 and who were both men of 
intellectual distinction. Gregory the Great was still alive when 
Theodore was born (c. 602), and so also was Augustine. Albinus 
himself, Bede wrote, knew not a little Greek and was as familar 
with Latin as with his native English.? With this background it 
seems likely that unwritten traditional information reaching 
Bede from Canterbury would be well-founded. We know from 
Bede’s letter to Albinus that there were two separate occasions 
on which material was brought from Canterbury to Jarrow. On 
the other hand after the death of King A‘thelbert there was a 
strong pagan reaction and the church in Kent came near to 
total extinction. There are some grounds for thinking that Bede 
may already have largely completed the writing of his History 
before he received the letters of Gregory which Nothhelm 
brought him from Rome. We have seen that in all there were 
some 30 relevant letters, but although Bede used only 8 we do 
not know whether they were all that he had or merely a 
selection from a larger total. In the History as we have it now, 
we find that sometimes Bede reproduces the text of letters, with 
no more than a brief introductory comment, while at other 
times he seems to be making inferences from their content. He 
states explicitly that the reason why Augustine returned to 
Rome was that the company had been ‘struck with a cowardly 
fear, and considered returning home, rather than proceeding to 
a barbarous, fierce and unbelieving nation, whose very lang- 
uage they did not know’.® Was this an inference from Gregory’s 
letter of encouragement, or current Canterbury belief? Bede 
also says that Gregory had appointed Augustine to be conse- 
crated bishop if he should be received by the English and in a 
later chapter he adds that, at some unspecified date after his 
arrival in England, Augustine went to Gaul and was conse- 
crated by Etherius, the archbishop of Arles.® In one detail we 
know that Bede here fell into error since the archbishop of Arles 
was Vergilius, not Aetherius who was bishop of Lyons, but it 
was an error very easy to make. Yet, as we have seen, Gregory’s 
letter to Eulogius says that Augustine was consecrated “by the 
bishops of the Germanys’ and seems to imply that the conse- 
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cration took place before Augustine reached England. Bede 
knew that Gregory had told the archbishop of Arles to give 
Augustine any help he might need and he may also have had, 
though he did not quote it in the Aistory, the letter in which 
Gregory envisaged the possibility that Augustine might have 
occasion to visit the archbishop in Arles. But it seems almost 
certain that Bede did not know about the vital letter from 
Gregory to Eulogius. If this letter had been known either to 
Bede or in Canterbury it seems scarcely credible that the 
incident of mass baptisms among the English on Christmas Day 
of 597 would not have had its dramatic potentialities exploited 
to the full. It is possible that Bede was right in saying that 
Augustine was consecrated in Arles, though not by Aetherius, 
but even if he was wrong, and the letter to Eulogius is cogent 
evidence, we can very easily see how the inadequacies of his 
sources might lead him to make a wrong inference.?° 

The account of the mission which Bede derived from Canter- 
bury through the agency of Nothhelm forms two consecutive 
chapters of the History (I, 25-6) entirely without quotations from 
documentary sources, and may be summarised thus. Augustine 
and his companions, reported to have numbered nearly forty 
men, landed in Thanet and made their presence known to King 
Ethelbert through interpreters from Gaul. The king ordered 
them to remain there while he considered what should be done 
with them, since he had heard something about the Christian 
religion from his Christian wife, Bertha, and her bishop, 
Liudhard. Some days later he went to the island and met the 
missioners, in the open air, as a protection against magical 
devices. They approached carrying a silver cross with an image 
of the Lord painted on a board and chanting litanies. They 
preached to the king whose answering words, given in direct 
speech, were that he could not abandon his old ways, but that 
he wished them no ill and would allow them to continue their 
preaching. He gave them somewhere to live in Canterbury and 
as they approached the city they sang in unison the litany: ‘We 
beseech thee, O Lord in all thy mercy, that thy wrath and thy 
indignation be turned away from this city, and from thy holy 
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house, because we have sinned. Alleluia.’ After they had 
entered Canterbury they began to live after the fashion of the 
primitive Christians, with prayer and preaching, and after a 
while several people (nonnullt) believed and were baptised. Near 
to Canterbury, on the east side, there was a church dedicated to 
St Martin and built while the Romans were still in Britain, 
where the queen was accustomed to pray, and they too began 
to hold their services in the same church. After the king had 
been converted, they were allowed to preach more widely and 
to build more churches. People came in greater numbers to be 
baptised and abandoned their heathen practices. It was not 
long before the king gave them a place for an episcopal seat in 
Canterbury." 

This marks the end of the narrative and in the following 
chapters Bede recorded Augustine’s visit to Arles for conse- 
cration and then returned to the Gregorian letters.12 One or two 
additional items of information which may have been derived 
from Canterbury tradition are recorded in later chapters. Bede 
named the leaders of the mission of 601 as Mellitus, Justus, 
Paulinus and Rufinianus, but the last three of these names are 
not known either from Gregory’s letters or from the Lzber 
Pontificalts. They are said to have brought with them sacred 
vessels, ornaments, vestments, relics and a large number of 
books. He concluded his account of the mission with references 
to the restoration of another church in Canterbury believed to 
have been built by the Romans, and to the building of a 
monastery within which, at Augustine’s instigation, King 
“Ethelbert built a church dedicated to SS Peter and Paul. The 
church was consecrated by Augustine’s successor Lawrence, 
and the first abbot of the monastery was the priest Peter who 
was later drowned while crossing the sea on a mission to Gaul.}® 

We ought not to be sceptical about the general veracity of 
this Canterbury account of the beginnings of Christianity in 
Kent. The church of St Martin still survives and among a 
hoard of coins found nearby was one inscribed with the name 
of Bishop Liudhard. The church dedicated to SS Peter and Paul 
has been excavated and the tombs of the early archbishops have 
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been located. The third church has not been identified because 
its site lies beneath Canterbury cathedral.1* But equally we 
ought not to ignore the differences in kind between the 
Gregorian letters looking towards the future and the Canterbury 
tradition enshrining in its memory the dramatic moments which 
in retrospect were rightly held to be of such great consequence. 
Bede’s problem was whether to amalgamate these different 
kinds of evidence into a single narrative or to present them 
separately for what they were. He would certainly realise, as 
should we, that the Canterbury tradition gave no answers to 
several questions that a historian would naturally ask. When 
did Augustine land in Kent? When did he first go to Canter- 
bury? Did he go anywhere else? When was King A‘thelbert 
converted? When was the building of the monastery begun? 
When and where was Augustine consecrated bishop? Knowing 
Bede’s deep interest in chronology, we may be sure that all 
these questions would have occurred to him, but so far as we can 
tell now, he had no other evidence about the chronology of the 
mission save the dating clauses of Gregory’s letters, and with 
scholarly caution he did not attempt to answer questions 
when he had no evidence, save on the place of Augustine’s 
consecration and on this point we cannot be sure that he 
was wrong. 

Bede concluded Book I of the History with a Northumbrian 
episode not related to the conversion but placed at what seemed 
to him the chronologically appropriate point.4®> He opened 
Book II with a reference to the death of Gregory in 605 and 
devoted the remainder of the first chapter to a long account of 
Gregory’s life and works. ‘Chis account, mostly derived from 
Gregory’s biography in the Liber Pontificalis or from certain 
autobiographical passages in Gregory’s own writings, is 
accompanied by a survey of most of these writings, including 
the Commentary on Job, the Pastoral Care, the Homilies, the 
Dialogues and, of lesser works, the Libellus Responstonum and the 
Libellus Synodicus. After commenting on Gregory’s character, his 
achievement in securing the conversion of the English and his 
liturgical reforms, Bede followed a short reference to his death 
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and burial with the epitaph inscribed on his tomb in Rome in 
16 lines of elegiac couplets. 

The epitaph might well have seemed to Bede an appropriate 
ending to his account of Gregory’s life, but he chose instead to 
add a tale about a supposed incident belonging to a time before 
Gregory had become pope. He wrote: ‘A story about the 
blessed Gregory which has been handed down to us ought not 
to be passed by in silence. They say that one day .. .”1* Part of 
the story which follows is familiar to many who perhaps know 
nothing else about the Gregorian mission. It tells how when 
Gregory was looking at the merchandise for sale in a market- 
place, he saw some handsome boys for sale. He learnt that they 
came from Britain and that they were still pagans. He asked 
what was their race and when he was told that they were Angli, 
he replied: “Good, for they have angelic faces.’ On learning that 
the people of their province were called Deire, he answered: 
‘Good — Deire — snatched from wrath (de ira) and called to the 
mercy of Christ.” And when they told him that their king was 
called Elle, he replied: ‘Alleluia, the praise of God the Creator 
ought to be sung in those parts.’ Gregory then went to the bishop 
of the Roman see and asked him to send preachers to the 
English, saying that he was ready to go himself. This he was 
unable to do because, though the pope was willing the citizens 
of Rome would not let him go. Bede ended the story with these 
words: ‘We have thought fit to insert these matters into our 
ecclesiastical history according to the story which we have 
received from our ancestors.’ 

The opening and closing words of this story make it clear 
beyond dispute that Bede learnt it from current English 
tradition, not from documents or oral reports reaching him from 
Rome. Its association with Deira suggests furthermore that its 
source was Northumbrian and not Kentish tradition, a sug- 
gestion which receives confirmation from a variant version of 
the same tradition found in the Whitby Life of Gregory which was 
written perhaps as much as 30 years before Bede’s History.’ 
The Whitby version of the meeting with the English boys differs 
only in some minor details from Bede’s, but in the second part it 
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differs fundamentally. According to the Whitby version the 
pope did give Gregory permission to go to Britain, a de- 
cision which greatly angered the citizens of Rome, and the 
story continues: ‘So when it was announced that permission 
had been given, they divided themselves into three groups and 
stood along the road by which the Pope went to St Peter’s 
Church; as he passed, each group shouted at him, ‘You have 
offended Peter, you have destroyed Rome, you have sent 
Gregory away’. As soon as he heard their dreadful cry for the 
third time, he quickly sent messengers after Gregory to make 
him return. But Gregory, with holy insight, had already learned 
of this repeated call for his return through the inward prompt- 
ings of the Lord and by means of a locust. For after a three days’ 
journey, while they were resting in a certain place as travellers 
are accustomed to do, a locust [locusta] settled on him while he 
was reading. At once he recognised from the name of the insect 
that he was, as it were, being told to stay in the place [Sta in 
loco]; nevertheless he quickly urged his comrades to move on. 
But as he was doing so, he was forestalled by the messengers and 
he and his companions were brought back to Rome.’!* Recalling 
the three puns of the first part of the story, we may note the 
saying divided into three parts and the three days spent on the 
way. In a later passage the same Whitby writer, associates the 
three syllables of King Edwin’s name (Latin Edwinus, OE 
Eadwine) with the mystery of the Trinity.1® This is surely no 
more than a Northumbrian folk-tale. Bede was certainly 
familiar with it, but he chose not to repeat it, nor did he repeat 
the Whitby writer’s heavily laboured explanation of Gregory’s 
three puns. We have seen how Bede distinguished carefully 
between the evidence of Gregory’s letters and the evidence of 
Canterbury tradition, but he was surely well aware that, 
considered in terms of value as historical evidence, what 
Albinus reported to him about events in Canterbury was in 
quite a different category from what floating Northumbrian 
tradition reported about events in Rome. It would have been 
easy for him to have inserted this story at the chronologically 
appropriate place either in his account of the mission or in his 
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account of Gregory’s life, but he chose rather to present the 
Northumbrian tale by itself for what it was, a local tradition of 
strong dramatic content which by its very currency in North- 
umbria would have influenced many people. His omission of the 
story about the locust may suggest that he had reservations 
about the historical truth of the whole tradition, but he con- 
ceived it to be his duty as a historian to record not merely what 
had happened, but also what was widely believed to have 
happened. Towards the end of the Preface to his History he 
wrote: ‘And I humbly entreat the reader, if in these things that 
I have written he find anything not delivered according to the 
truth, he will not impute this to me, who, as the true rule of 
history requires [quod vera lex historiae est] have laboured 
sincerely to commit to writing such things as I could gather from 
common report, for the instruction of posterity.’ 
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The First Archbishops of 
Canterbury 


The dating clauses of Gregory’s letters gave Bede a firm 
foundation for chronological inferences, but there was no 
similar foundation in Anglo-Saxon tradition whether the source 
was Canterbury, Wessex or Northumbria, and it is this gap 
which creates for us, as it did for Bede, many obscurities in the 
history of Christianity among the Anglo-Saxons in the decade 
following Gregory’s death in 604. Bede knew that in 604 
Augustine consecrated two of his companions as bishops — 
Mellitus and Justus — but we do not know whence he derived 
the date and can only guess that it came from Canterbury. He 
also knew, from the epitaph inscribed on his tomb, that Augustine 
himself died on 26 May during the reign of King #thelbert, 
but he did not know the year. Accepting that Augustine 
was still alive in 604, we know that he was dead by 610 when 
Pope Boniface IV addressed letters to his successor, Archbishop 
Lawrence.! Later sources guess at different dates, but Bede did not 
go beyond his evidence, nor did he attempt to be chronologically 
precise about a tradition which had reached him of Augustine’s 
relations with some of the bishops of the British church. 

The tradition tells how, with the help of King Athelbert, 
Augustine summoned the bishops and teachers from the nearest 
British province to a conference at a place which in Bede’s day 
was called Augustine’s Oak and lay on the borders of the Hwicce 
and the West Saxons. Augustine tried to persuade them to join 
with him in preaching to the heathen English, but he failed, nor 
would they yield to him on any of the matters in which their 
customs differed from those of the catholic church. In an 
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attempt to settle their differences by testing the efficacy of their 
respective prayers in healing a blind man, the British failed, but 
Augustine succeeded. The British clergy still refused to yield 
without first consulting their own people and they accordingly 
asked for a second meeting at a later date. The second meeting 
was attended by seven British bishops and a number of very 
learned men from the most renowned of their monasteries, 
called by the English Bancornaburg, that is Bangor-is-Coed in 
Flintshire. The British clergy had been advised by an anchorite 
that they were to follow Augustine if he showed humility by 
standing up as they approached. Augustine failed to rise from 
his chair and the British clergy charged him with pride. In his 
reply to the charge Augustine said that although there were 
many ways in which the British church acted contrary to the 
custom of the universal church, he and his companions would 
tolerate their other aberrations if they would comply in three 
matters — the celebration of Easter at the proper time, ob- 
servance of the Roman rite of baptism and collaboration in 
preaching to the heathen English. The British refused and 
Augustine foretold that if they would not accept peace from 
their brethren, they would have war from their enemies. This 
prophecy was later fulfilled by Athelfrith, king of the North- 
umbrians, who, when he was about to give battle to his enemies 
at Chester, saw a company of priests and monks gathered in a 
place apart from the opposing army. Most of them were from 
the monastery of Bangor. When King &thelfrith learnt that 
they had come to pray for his defeat, he ordered that they 
should be attacked first. In the slaughter which followed it was 
said that about 1200 of those who had come to pray were killed 
and that only 50 escaped. ‘And thus was fulfilled the prediction 
of the holy Bishop Augustine.”? 

We know from Welsh and Irish sources that Athelfrith who 
was the last of the pagan kings of Bernicia and was killed in c. 
616, did fight victoriously at Chester against certain rulers from 
northern Wales, and his reputation was such that he may well 
have slaughtered monks, but this is the only incident in the 
story which we can submit to the test of trustworthy independ- 
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ent evidence. Yet for Bede the interest of the story is not so much 
in the battle, save as the fulfilment of Augustine’s prophecy, as 
in its record of the first meeting between the new emissaries 
from Rome and the heirs to the old Romano-British church. 
Even though we cannot now identify the site of Augustine’s 
Oak, there is enough circumstantial detail in the story to support 
the inherent probability that at some stage in his mission 
Augustine did meet some of the British clergy and discuss the 
problems by which both sides were faced. But we shall miss 
much of the significance of the story as a whole if we concern 
ourselves merely with the historicity of its content and do not go 
on to ask why it was that Bede chose to represent the fate of the 
unfortunate monks of Bangor as the vengeance of God upon 
them for the obstinacy of their predecessors in failing to meet 
the reasonable demands of Augustine who, by his success in 
bringing sight to a blind man, had shown himself qualified to 
bring true spiritual enlightenment to others. 

As Bede tells this story, the opponents of Augustine are the 
enemies of the pax catholica and the universalis ecclesia, the British 
people are heretics and their soldiers impious. We know that 
the military struggle between the native British kingdoms and 
the English invaders was long and hard-fought, especially over 
what was to become the kingdom of Northumbria and it seems 
very probable, as Bede himself indicates, that hostility between 
the two nations would remain strong long after the days of open 
warfare were past. But to this surviving racial hostility there was 
added a measure of odium theologicum which among some at least 
of the supporters of Rome reached great intensity and which has 
undoubtedly coloured the historical writings of Bede’s age. The 
universal church, though existing as an abstract ideal, had no 
historical reality in western Europe in the days of the Gregorian 
mission to England. We have already seen Gregory telling 
Augustine not to be disturbed at finding ecclesiastical practices 
in Gaul which were different from those with which he was 
familiar in Rome and advising him to make his own choice of 
whatever liturgical practices he found best. 

Of much greater moment than varying liturgical practice was 
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the problem of determining the proper date for the celebration 
of Easter, a problem which for long troubled the Christian 
church as a whole and by no means only its western fringes. As 
the continental churches moved towards unity, the Celtic 
church became increasingly isolated in its practice of Easter 
observance through its retention of ways of calculating the date 
which had been rejected by others. When the Augustinian 
mission was still in its early days in Kent, Columbanus, the Irish 
abbot of the monastery at Luxeuil in Burgundy, was incurring 
the hostility of the Gaulish clergy over the Easter problem and 
he tried to enlist Gregory’s support against the Merovingian 
bishops. During the seventh and early eighth centuries different 
sections of the Celtic church — the southern Irish, the northern 
Irish, the Columban church, the Picts — gradually moved into 
conformity with Roman practice, as did the English at the 
synod of Whitby, but with increasing uniformity there arose 
increasing bitterness from the Roman side towards those who in 
their obstinacy refused to conform.’ At the time when Bede was 
writing his History only one branch of the Celtic church still held 
out against Rome —the church in Wales. A measure of the 
bitterness felt by some of the Romanist churchmen towards this 
continuing nonconformity may be seen in the letter written by 
Bede’s older contemporary, Aldhelm, bishop of Sherborne, to 
Geraint, king of Dumnonia, in 705. He wrote, of the Celtic 
priests living beyond the Severn in southern Wales, that ‘they 
will neither pray with us in church, nor eat with us at table. 
Worse, they throw out the food left over from our meals to dogs 
waiting open mouthed and to foul pigs; they give orders that 
the dishes and bowls which we have used must be scraped and 
scoured with sand or with cinders before they are fit to be placed 
upon their tables’.* Although Bede did not write in quite such 
pungent terms, he leaves us in no doubt at all about the strength 
of his own views. We may note his acid comment on the attempt 
of Archbishop Lawrence, Augustine’s successor, to bring the 
British clergy into the unitas catholica: how in his account of the 
synod of Whitby, Wilfrid, spokesman of the Roman party, is 
represented as saying that those who rejected the Apostolic 
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decrees undoubtedly committed sin; and how in the penulti- 
mate chapter of the History he described the British as not only 
opposing the English with their personal hatred, but opposing 
also the appointed Easter of the whole catholic church by their 
wicked customs.5 We may find Bede’s attitude towards the 
Easter question less attractive than the more tolerant ways 
adopted by some at least of the Celtic supporters who could 
argue that there was room for more than one point of view, but 
for Bede it was not merely a matter of chronology, a subject on 
which he could certainly speak with the greatest authority. It 
was also a question of heresy and sin, and here there could be 
no compromise. It is against this background of unyielding 
dogmatism that we must set Bede’s account of Augustine’s 
relations with the British clergy and of the divine vengeance 
which fell upon the monks of Bangor. Perhaps Bede did not 
foresee how Augustine himself would suffer from the mistaken 
use of this tradition as evidence for his own character. 

Of the two bishops consecrated by Augustine in 604 we know 
from Roman sources that Mellitus had left Rome in 601 as 
leader of the second group of missioners, while Bede believed 
that Justus, who is not mentioned in Roman sources, was also a 
member of this group. Mellitus was sent to preach to the East 
Saxons whose kingdom was then ruled by a nephew of King 
‘Ethelbert of Kent and was subject to his over-riding suprem- 
acy. The success achieved by Mellitus led King Athelbert to 
build in London, the East Saxon capital, a church which was 
dedicated to St Paul and may be presumed to have lain on the 
site now occupied by St Paul’s cathedral, although no traces of 
any remains have been found. It was intended that London 
should be the episcopal seat of Mellitus and his successors. 
Justus was to remain in Kent with his seat at Rochester in a 
church built for him by Athelbert and dedicated to St Andrew. 
The remains of this church are thought to be represented by the 
foundations of a small rectangular nave and a chancel with a 
stilted apse lying partly beneath and partly outside the west end 
of the present cathedral. Some traces of a second seemingly early 
church have also been found near by.® 
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Augustine was succeeded in the archbishopric by Lawrence 
whom he himself had consecrated as his successor. Augustine’s 
action, though uncanonical, was no more than prudent and 
Bede could find a precedent in the action of St Peter himself 
who was said to have consecrated Clement as his successor. 
Lawrence, coming first to England with Augustine on the 
journey of 596 had later gone back to Rome with letters from 
Augustine for Gregory and then returned to England in 601. 
Bede’s account of his tenure of the archbishopric which may 
have lasted ten years or more, is marked by information on three 
topics: relations with the Celtic church, the sending of an 
embassy to Rome and a pagan reaction which followed the 
death of Atthelbert and came near to destroying all that the 
mission had achieved in south-eastern England. 

Bede gives as his source of information on the first of these 
topics a letter whose protocol represents it as having been 
written jointly by Lawrence, Mellitus and Justus and addressed 
to their brother bishops and abbots throughout Ireland (Scottia). 
He informs his readers that he is quoting only the beginning of 
the letter and in the extract from it which he gives there is no 
dating clause. The extract tells how when the writers were first 
sent to Britain they held both the British and the Irish (Scottz) in 
great veneration, believing that both walked in the ways of the 
universal church. On coming to know the British, they thought 
that the Scots were better. ‘But now we have learnt from Bishop 
Dagan, coming into this aforementioned island, and from 
Columbanus, abbot in Gaul, that the Scots in no way differ in 
their manner of life from the British. For when Bishop Dagan 
came to us, not only did he refuse to eat with us, but he would 
not even take his food in the same house.’ After ending his 
quotation from the letter, Bede added that Lawrence and his 
fellow bishops sent letters to the British priests, appropriate each 
to his own degree, in an endeavour to strengthen them in the 
catholic faith —- “how much profit he gained by doing this, these 
present times still declare’.? There were only two possible sources 
from which Bede could have acquired this letter, either the 
Canterbury archive through the agency of Nothhelm, or one of 
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the recipients, but in either case it is the first and only surviving 
document apparently emanating from the Canterbury church 
earlier than the days of Archbishop Theodore. Its form seems 
ill-calculated to win the support of the Irish clergy, but perhaps 
the complete letter would have conveyed a different impression 
from that given by the extract, and its reference to the great 
veneration formerly felt by its writers for both the British and 
the Irish churches seems a little at variance with the apparent 
ignorance of Roman churchmen about the condition of the 
Celtic church in Britain at the time of the Gregorian mission. 
The embassy to Rome was led by Mellitus whose purpose was 
to consult with the Pope, Boniface IV (608-15), about the needs 
of the English church, and whose arrival chanced to coincide 
with a synod of Italian bishops assembled to discuss the 
regulation of monastic life. Mellitus attended the deliberations 
of this synod which met on 27 February 610, and brought back 
with him a copy of its decrees as well as letters for Archbishop 
Lawrence and King Athelbert. None of these documents has 
survived, but later forgeries purporting to represent their content 
were used by William of Malmesbury. Nothing more is known 
about the fortunes of the mission until after the death of its 
patron, King A‘thelbert, which Bede believed to have occurred 
on 24 February 616. Athelbert’s son, Eadbald, who is said to 
have suffered from fits of madness, married his father’s widow — 
not Bertha who had pre-deceased Ethelbert — and relapsed to 
paganism. This disaster in Kent was paralleled among the East 
Saxons whose Christian ruler, dying at about the same time, 
was succeeded by three pagan sons. Mellitus was driven out of 
London and after conferring with Archbishop Lawrence and 
Justus of Rochester ail three agreed that they had better 
abandon the mission and return to Italy. Mellitus and Justus 
went to Gaul and Lawrence was about to follow them when 
some change of fortune persuaded him to alter his decision. 
Bede hints that the change was wrought by the death in battle of 
some of the pagan rulers who had opposed the mission, but he 
reported a Canterbury tale which told how Lawrence had 
received a visitation and a severe scourging from St Peter and 
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how, when King Eadbald saw the marks, he thought it wise to 
abjure the idols, put away his unlawful wife and receive 
baptism. When the king had been won over Mellitus and Justus 
returned, but the people of London refused to have Mellitus 
back and both they and the East Saxons as a whole were to 
remain pagan for some 40 years to come. Lawrence died on 2 
February, seemingly in 619, and was succeeded by Mellitus 
who himself died on 24 April 624. Bede speaks in high praise of 
the achievements of Mellitus, despite his being severely 
afflicted with gout, but we know nothing in detail, save that he 
received letters of exhortation from Pope Boniface V and that he 
was instrumental in saving the church of the Four Crowned 
Martyrs from destruction when the city of Canterbury was 
ravaged by fire.® 

Altogether we know the names of eight men, all of them 
presumably Italian, who were associated with the mission in the 
years from 596 to 624. Augustine, Lawrence and Mellitus, the 
first three archbishops, were now all dead. So also was Peter, if 
we are right in identifying him with the first abbot of St 
Augustine’s monastery who was drowned while crossing the sea 
to Gaul. Two of the remaining four, John who is mentioned in 
the Liber Pontificalts, and Rufinianus who is named by Bede, are 
mere names of whose history we know nothing. The two who 
were still alive in 624 were Justus who was then bishop of 
Rochester, and Paulinus. Both of them had first come to Britain 
in 601. Justus became the fourth archbishop and held the see 
for three or four years, but although Bede knew the day of his 
death, 10 November, he seems not to have known the year. 
Paulinus survived till 10 October 644. 

Where the evidence is so slight and so many questions remain 
unanswered, it is difficult to estimate the achievement of the 
Gregorian mission in these years. The history of three great 
churches — the cathedrals of Canterbury, Rochester and St 
Paul’s in London — begins in this age, and we know that in 
addition to the church of St Martin used by Bertha, there were 
at least three other churches built in Canterbury. Two of them, 
dedicated respectively to SS Peter and Paul and to St Mary, 
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were built the one by King thelbert and the other by his 
successor, King Eadbald, and lay within the precincts of St 
Augustine’s monastery. The church of SS Peter and Paul came 
to house the tombs of the first eight archbishops, and although 
the relics were translated to a new church late in the eleventh 
century, the remains of some of the tombs can still be seen. Of 
the church of the Four Crowned Martyrs we know nothing 
beyond its name. Within the kingdom of Kent the mission 
introduced the Roman fashion of committing the law to writing, 
and A:thelbert’s code, written not in Latin but in English, 
marks the first attempt to assimilate the bishops and the lower 
orders of the clergy to Anglo-Saxon society. There is no evidence 
that the missioners penetrated beyond the confines of Kent, 
save momentarily into London and Essex, nor even within Kent 
itself were they able to secure the banning of idol worship by 
royal edict. On the other hand, attempts seem to have been 
made to enter into relations with both the British and the Irish 
clergy. This achievement, though geographically limited, will 
seem by no means negligible, not at least to those with sufficient 
knowledge and historical imagination to enable them to visualise 
some of the formidable difficulties which were faced and 
overcome by a small group of Italian monks. 
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Paulinus in Northumbria 


The conversion of Eadbald, king of Kent, was followed a few 
years later by the extension of the Roman mission to North- 
umbria. Bede’s account of this northern mission is told in six 
consecutive chapters of the second Book of the Aitstory! and in it 
he used two papal letters written by Pope Boniface V (619-25). 
One was addressed to Edwin, king of the Northumbrians, and 
the other to #thelberg, styled queen. In view of the disaster 
which overtook the church in Northumbria after Edwin’s 
death, it seems very unlikely that Bede would have got these 
letters from Northumbrian sources, whether as originals or 
copies, and more probable that they were among the other 
papal letters of which Nothhelm brought him copies from Rome. 
In the letter to Edwin, concerned mostly with spiritual ex- 
hortation, Boniface says that he presumes that Edwin will have 
heard of the conversion of Eadbald (king of Kent) and expresses 
the hope that he too will shortly receive the gift of enlightenment 
which his consort has already received. In the letter to thel- 
berg, Boniface said that those who had brought him news of 
King Eadbald’s conversion had also informed him of her own 
continuing good works, but when he had asked about her 
husband he had learnt that he still worshipped idols and would 
not listen to preachers. It was ithelberg’s duty as a Christian to 
work incessantly and to the utmost of her power to bring about 
her husband’s conversion. 

The four chapters which comprise the narrative part of 
Bede’s account of the mission fall one before and three after the 
two letters of Pope Boniface, and their contents may be sum- 
marised thus. The occasion of Christianity reaching the 
Northumbrians was an alliance between Edwin of Northumbria 
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and the kings of Kent through his marriage with A‘thelberg, 
daughter of King Athelbert. When Edwin first sent suitors to 
ask for her hand her brother, Eadbald, was reigning in Kent 
and Edwin was told that a Christian maiden could not be given 
In marriage to a pagan. Edwin replied that he would not oppose 
the religious practices either of Aithelberg or of any others who 
might come with her, and furthermore that he would not 
himself refuse to accept her religion if after examining it his 
councillors should find it good. Aithelberg was accordingly sent 
to Edwin accompanied by Paulinus who had been consecrated 
bishop, as Bede believed, on 21 July 625.? In the following year 
the king of the West Saxons sent an assassin whose attempt on 
Edwin’s life was frustrated by the loyalty of one of Edwin’s 
thegns, who interposed himself between the king’s body and the 
assassin’s poisoned dagger. The assassin himself was then killed 
by another of the king’s thegns. On the night of Easter in that 
same year, i.e. 20 April 626, Aithelberg gave birth to a daughter 
who was called Eanfled. While the king offered thanks to his 
pagan gods, Paulinus gave thanks to Christ and assured Edwin 
that it was his prayers which had brought about the happy 
issue. Edwin promised that he would accept Christianity if he 
were victorious against the king who had sought to have him 
assassinated, and in pledge for fulfilment of his promise, heallowed 
the infant Eanfled to be baptised. Her baptism took place at 
Pentecost, and with eleven other members of her household, she 
became the first of the Northumbrians to receive Christianity. 
Edwin then led an expedition against the West Saxons and won 
a great victory, but he still hesitated to receive baptism, 
preferring to learn more about the new religion from Paulinus 
and to discuss the problem with his councillors. At this point in 
Bede’s narrative there follow the two letters from Pope Boniface. 

After giving the text of the two letters, Bede then recorded 
how Edwin was influenced in his decision by an experience 
when, during the reign of A‘thelfrith, he was living as a refugee 
at the court of Redwald, king of the East Angles. On discovering 
where Edwin was, Aithelfrith, by bribery and the threat of war, 
persuaded Redwald to betray Edwin to him. As he was 
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brooding over his misfortunes, Edwin was approached during 
the night by a stranger who sought from him a promise that he 
would submit in all ways to the teaching of that man who 
should succeed in delivering him from his present calamities and 
restoring him to his kingdom. Edwin gave the promise and the 
unknown visitor then placed his right hand on the king’s head 
and told him that he was to fulfil his promise when that sign 
should be given to him again. With that the mysterious visitor 
vanished. In the sequel Redwald, at the persuasion of his wife, 
determined not to betray Edwin, but to go to war against his 
enemy, Athelfrith, whom he defeated and killed in a battle 
fought near the river Idle. And thus Edwin was restored to his 
kingdom. One day when Paulinus was preaching and Edwin 
was still hesitating, he approached the king and laying his right 
hand on his head asked him whether he remembered the sign. 
Agreeing that he was now both willing and in duty bound to 
accept Christianity, Edwin decided to summon a meeting of his 
councillors so that he might ask each of them in turn what he 
thought of the new faith. Coifi, the chief of his priests, adopted 
the worldly view that, though none had worshipped the gods 
with greater zeal than he, there were many others who enjoyed 
greater prosperity and honour. 

Another of the councillors replied with a speech which has 
rightly become the most familiar passage in the whole of Bede’s 
writings: 

Thus, O King, the present life of men on earth, in comparison 
with that time which is unknown to us, appears to me to be as if, 
when you are sitting at supper with your ealdormen and thegns in 
the winter time, and a fire is lighted in the midst and the hall 
warmed, but everywhere outside the storms of wintry rain and snow 
are raging, a sparrow should come and fly rapidly through the hall, 
coming in at one door and immediately out at the other. Whilst it is 
inside it is not touched by the storm of winter, but yet, that tiny 
space of calm gone in a moment, from winter at once returning to 
winter, it is lost to your sight. Thus this life of men appears for a 
little while; but of what is to follow or of what went before, we are 
entirely ignorant. Hence, if this new teaching brings greater certain- 
ty, it seems fit to be followed.* 
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After some further discussion Edwin formally renounced 
paganism and accepted Christianity, whereupon Coifi, arming 
himself with sword and spear and mounting one of the king’s 
stallions, rode off to profane the pagan temple which he then 
ordered his followers to destroy by fire. Bede records that the 
site of the temple was still shown a little way to the east of York 
beyond the river Derwent at a place which in his day was called 
Godmunddingaham and is now called Goodmanham. Edwin was 
baptised on Easter Day, 12 April 627 in a wooden church 
dedicated to St Peter and hastily built while, as a catechumen, 
he was being prepared for baptism. He gave Paulinus an 
episcopal see in York and immediately after his baptism he 
began to build, under Paulinus’s instructions, a larger stone 
church in the midst of which the wooden oratory was to be 
enclosed. Before the church was complete Edwin was killed in 
battle, but for the six years between Edwin’s conversion and his 
death Paulinus continued to preach. 

Apart from the two letters to Boniface, there can be no doubt 
that Bede derived the substance of his account of Edwin’s 
conversion from Northumbrian tradition. As he himself wrote 
in the Preface to the History: ‘As for what was done in the 
Church through the various regions in the province of the 
Northumbrians, from the time when they received the faith of 
Christ until the present, I learnt it not from any one 
authority, but by the faithful testimony of innumerable wit- 
nesses, who might know or remember the same; besides what I 
had of my own knowledge.’ It seems probable that much of this 
tradition reached him from Whitby. The infant Eanfled, the 
first of all the Northumbrians to be baptised, was presiding, 
jointly with her daughter, over the monastery at Whitby in 685 
when Bede was already aged about 14. She will surely have 
learnt about the circumstances leading to the baptism of her 
father, Edwin, the more so as he too was buried at Whitby. The 
story of Edwin’s exile in East Anglia, of the attempted assassin- 
ation, of the debate among the councillors and of the destruction 
of the heathen temple were incidents whose dramatic force was 
the greater for being associated with the first Christian ruler of 
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Bede’s own kingdom. If we recognise, as of course we must, 
that their content is traditional, nonetheless traditions so well- 
founded have a historical value of an order quite different from 
that of the Northumbrian tale about Gregory and the English 
slaves in Rome. 

While Edwin of the Deiran royal family was reigning, the 
sons of AEthelfrith of Bernicia were in turn driven into exile. 
During the six years of his mission Paulinus was active both in 
the southern and in the northern half of Northumbria, basing 
his operations on royal estates where he would enjoy the king’s 
support and protection. In addition to his work at York, his 
episcopal seat, and the estate near Goodmanham in the East 
Riding, he baptised many of the people of Deira in the river 
Swale close to Catterick, the site of a small Romano-British 
town whose occupation continued well into the fifth century, 
and a place known to have been of some importance in the 
seventh and eighth centuries. On another royal estate, said by 
Bede to have been tn Campodono, Paulinus built a church which 
was afterwards destroyed by the pagans who killed Edwin. The 
altar of the church survived the fire because it was of stone and 
in Bede’s day it was still preserved in Abbot Thrythwulf’s 
monastery in Elmet.‘ 

Accompanied by Edwin and his queen, Paulinus visited the 
royal estate at Old Yeavering in Bernicia and he is said to have 
spent 36 days there teaching the people who came to him from 
the nearby villages and baptising them in the river Glen. The 
site of this royal estate, first located by aerial photography and 
subsequently excavated, lies among the northern foothills of the 
Cheviots some 15 miles inland from Lindisfarne and from the 
rock stronghold at Bamburgh where the beginnings of the 
kingdom of Bernicia had been established nearly a century 
earlier in 547. The excavations at this site, which unlike York 
and Catterick has no Romano-British history, have yielded 
the remains of a series of timber halls whose association with 
Edwin and his successor Oswald has been clearly established. 
Of particular interest are the remains of a wooden church, 
yielding a suggestion that it may at one time have served as a 
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heathen temple, and the remains also of a timbered auditorium 
which is thought to belong to the time of Edwin and may well 
have been used by those who came to listen to the preaching of 
Paulinus himself. Since all the buildings on the site were of 
timber, their forms can only be reconstructed from the holes and 
trenches formerly occupied by posts and beams long since 
decayed.5 

The seeming contrast between the success achieved by Paul- 
inus over a large area of northern Britain and the much more 
limited attainment of Augustine in Kent may perhaps be 
explained by the different backgrounds of the two missions. 
There can be no doubt that the English settlement of Kent and 
Essex had been thorough and that paganism was deeply rooted. 
Moreover the south-eastern part of Britain had been firmly 
under Germanic control for about 150 years before Augustine’s 
arrival. In northern Britain there had certainly been some 
intensive settlement in the East Riding of Yorkshire, but beyond 
this area to the north, where now lie the northern English and 
southern Scottish counties, the authority of the native British 
kings was only just beginning to be challenged as Augustine was 
arriving in Kent. So far as we know these northern British 
kingdoms were themselves Christian, and indeed a late Welsh 
tradition claimed that Edwin himself had been baptised by the 
son of one of these British rulers. In the south-east Augustine 
found himself attacking heathenism, as it were from the edge, 
with a deep belt of paganism stretching westwards into Wessex, 
across the midlands into Mercia and northwards across Essex, 
East Anglia and Lindsey to the Humber. The position of 
Paulinus was almost exactly the reverse. Pagan Bernicia lay on 
the edge with a Christian hinterland stretching across the 
British kingdoms to the Scottish and Irish churches. At the time 
when Paulinus was preaching at Old Yeavering it seems very 
likely that there would be Christian communities living in the 
valley of the Tweed and its tributaries. 

Paulinus came to England in 601 and if he did not go to York 
till 625, there is a long period for which we have no good evid- 
ence to show where he was or what he was doing. Lacking such 
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evidence we may wonder how much conjecture can fairly be 
based on the story of the mysterious stranger who visited King 
Edwin while he was an exile in East Anglia. In Bede’s version of 
this story the stranger is not named, but it is Paulinus who places 
his right hand on Edwin’s head and asks him if he recognises 
the sign. In the earlier version of this story which is found in the 
Whitby Life of Gregory the night visitor is specifically identified 
with Paulinus.* We know that Redwald, king of East Anglia, 
visited Kent where he was baptised and although we do not 
know the date of his visit, it seems likely that he would meet 
Paulinus when he was there. On returning to East Anglia 
Rzedwald was seduced from his new faith by his wife and certain 
perverse teachers, so that in a temple, whose remains were stil! 
visible in Bede’s day, he kept one altar for Christian worship and 
another for sacrifices to devils.” In addition to the link between 
East Anglia and Kent on the one side and between Northumbria 
and Kent on the other, we know also that after Redwald’s 
death Edwin secured the conversion of his son, Eorpwald. 
Recalling that the Whitby writer identified the night visitor 
with Paulinus, we may at least wonder whether at some date 
during Redwald’s reign, Paulinus had been on a mission to 
East Anglia and had been present at Redwald’s court when 
Edwin was in exile there. 

After Edwin’s conversion, but not more closely dated by 
Bede, Paulinus led a mission to Lindsey which lay across the 
Humber on Northumbria’s southern border. He secured the 
conversion of the praefectus of the city of Lincoln and built there 
a stone church whose walls were still standing in Bede’s time, 
though the roof had fallen ia. Bede learnt about the Lindsey 
mission in part from the abbot of Partney in Lincolnshire who 
himself had the account from an old man who was baptised in 
the Trent with many others in the presence of King Edwin 
himself. Littleborough in Nottinghamshire is believed to have 
been the scene of these baptisms. It was from this source that 
Bede was able to describe Paulinus as ‘a man tall of stature, a 
little stooping, with black hair and a thin face, a hooked and 
thin nose, his aspect both venerable and awe-inspiring’ .® One of 
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the companions of Paulinus in Lindsey was James the Deacon 
who played an important part in the later history of the Roman 
mission in Northumbria and was still living in Bede’s day. When 
Justus moved to Canterbury to become its fourth archbishop, he 
was succeeded at Rochester by Romanus of whom we know 
nothing save that, being sent on a mission to the pope in Rome, 
he was drowned in the Mediterranean. Archbishop Justus died 
on 10 November, probably in 627. He was succeeded as fifth 
archbishop by Honorius whom Bede calls ‘one of the disciples of 
the blessed Pope Gregory’.* With London still pagan and both 
Rochester and Canterbury now vacant, Paulinus was the only 
other bishop in the ecclesta Anglorum, and this more than 30 years 
after Augustine had first set out from Rome. Honorius accord- 
ingly went to Lincoln and was consecrated there by Paulinus in 
the newly-built church. 

Bede closed the chapter in which he had recorded the Lindsey 
mission with a comment on the state of peace which then 
prevailed wherever Edwin’s dominion reached, so that ‘as is 
proverbially said to this day, 1f a woman with her new-born 
babe chose to wander throughout the island from sea to sea she 
could do so without molestation’.1° He then devoted three 
consecutive chapters to the content of certain papal letters 
before resuming his narrative with an account of Edwin’s death 
and the ensuing disasters. Two of the letters were addressed by 
Pope Honorius I who had succeeded Boniface V in 625, the one 
to Edwin and the other to archbishop Honorius of Canterbury." 
The former is undated, but the latter has an elaborate dating 
clause which is given in full by Bede and shows that it was 
written on 11 June 634. It appears from the letters that Pope 
Honorius has had news of the success achieved by Paulinus and 
now, amid general exhortation, he urges King Edwin to employ 
himself in reading the works of Pope Gregory, evidently 
supposing that Paulinus would be able to give him copies of 
some at least of them. 

The main point of the two letters was to inform both the king 
and the archbishop that he was sending two pallia, one for the 
archbishop and the other for Paulinus, so that when one of them 
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died the other could consecrate someone else in his place. It 
seems very likely that when Paulinus sent news to Rome he 
would remark on the dangers of a situation in which he had 
found himself to be the only bishop in the English church, and 
that he would perhaps remind the pope that the mission had 
already suffered two grievous losses from the hazards of travel; 
Peter, the abbot of St Augustine’s monastery in Canterbury, 
drowned while going to Gaul, and Bishop Romanus of Roch- 
ester drowned in the Mediterranean. The sending of the two 
palha was not only in conformity with Gregory’s plans for the 
two metropolitans, but was also a practical precaution against 
further misfortune. 

In addition to these two letters quoted in full, Bede also knew 
that Pope Honorius had written letters to the Irish clergy urging 
them to conform with the Catholic church in the observance of 
Easter, but he did not quote from any of these letters. He did 
quote, however, some extracts from another papal letter 
written some six years later, between August and December 640, 
by Pope John IV and others at the papal curia to a number of 
Irish bishops, priests, abbots and teachers, several of them being 
named in the protocol. The extracts quoted by Bede concern the 
Easter problem and also the Pelagian heresy which was said to 
be springing up afresh among the Irish.!* In the following 
chapter Bede resumed his narrative, recording that on 12 
October 632 Edwin was killed and his army destroyed by 
Cadwallon, Christian king of Gwynedd, in alliance with the 
heathen Penda of the Mercian dynasty. Northumbria was 
ravaged and Paulinus went by sea to Kent taking several mem- 
bers of the Northumbrian royal family with him, including 
Edwin’s widow, herself Kentish, and their infant daughter, 
as well as a gold cross and chalice which had belonged to Edwin 
and were still to be seen in Kent in Bede’s day. 

So far as we know Paulinus never returned to Northumbria. 
Arriving in Kent he occupied the vacant see at Rochester and 
remained its bishop until his death on 10 October 644.!8 He was 
buried in the sacristy of St Andrew’s church in Rochester and 
we may suppose, that, having laboured among the English for 
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more than 40 years he would be a man of great age at his death. 
When Paulinus died in 644 there were, as we shall see, Irish 
bishops working among the English, but of the Gregorian 
mission there remained only Honorius still in episcopal orders. 
As successor to Paulinus at Rochester, Honorius consecrated 
Ithamar who was of Kentish birth and the first Englishman to 
reach the office of bishop. Honorius himself survived till ¢. 653 
and was succeeded at Canterbury by a West Saxon whom Itha- 
mar had consecrated, and in due course [thamar was succeeded 
at Rochester by a South Saxon, but it had needed more than 
half a century before men born and trained in England were 
able to be promoted to episcopal office. 

The flight of Paulinus from Northumbria, perhaps prompted 
by his sense of duty towards his Kentish protegée and her infant 
daughter, did not lead to the complete extermination of Roman 
influences in the north. One member of the mission remained 
behind in Northumbria, James the Deacon, of whom we first 
hear as a companion of Paulinus on the Lindsey mission. James 
lived mostly near Catterick in a village which is now lost, but 
was still called after him in Bede’s day. He spent much time 
teaching and baptising in York and was renowned for his skill in 
the Roman chant. We find him present at the synod of Whitby 
where he naturally adhered to the Roman cause, and, as Bede 
puts it, ‘he survived down to our own times’.}4 If James who had 
been with Paulinus in Lindsey ¢. 627 was still alive c. 671 when 
Bede was born, he is likely to have been aged 70 or more when 
he died. We do not know the date of his death nor the date when 
he first came to England, but through his association with 
Paulinus he was but one stage removed from Gregory the Great 
himself, and we ought not to overlook the importance of his 
northern ministry as a continuing centre of Roman influence at 
a time when Celtic influences originating with the Columban 
mission were very strong. 
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II 


‘Celtic’ and ‘Roman’ 
Missionaries 


The second Book of Bede’s History, opening with the death of 
Gregory the Great in 605, ended with the death of Edwin and 
the flight of Paulinus a little less than 30 years later. The third 
Book is largely devoted to an account of the Columban mission 
to Lindisfarne and of all the consequences which flowed from 
the presence of Irish clergy working among the English, 
consequences which issued not merely in the widening of 
missionary work in hitherto pagan areas, but also in the 
resolution of liturgical conflicts between Roman and Celtic 
practices at the synod of Whitby which was held a few years 
before Bede’s birth. Looking back to this generation, to which 
Bede’s parents belonged, we need not only to discard the over- 
tones of modern nationalist sentiment conveyed by the inevit- 
able use of such terms as Celtic, Irish, English and Roman, but 
also to remember that the English were still enemies to the 
British whose lands they were taking more and more into their 
possession. Welsh monks had been slaughtered by the pagan 
Englishman, A‘thelfrith. The Christian Edwin had been killed 
by a Welshman, and the crime was no less because that Welsh- 
man was himself a Christian. 

Augustine, and probably most, if not all, of his companions 
were Romans in the literal sense that they did in fact come from 
Rome itself, but by the middle of the seventh century, the 
Romani were Romans only as in the present age men may be 
Presbyterians, Lutherans or Roman Catholics. Parts of the 
church in Ireland had already moved into conformity with 
Rome a whole generation before the synod of Whitby, and to 
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that extent their clergy were both Irish and ‘Roman’. English- 
men went to Ireland to be taught by Irish scholars, some of 
whom may have been ‘Romans’ and some not. When the Irish 
Colman left Lindisfarne after the synod of Whitby, he took with 
him not only the Irish monks who refused to conform with 
Rome, but also some 30 English monks who agreed with them. 
The English monks lived a monastic life in common with the 
Irish monks on the island of Inishboffin off the west coast of 
Ireland. While it is true that they later quarrelled, the quarrel 
was not over doctrinal matters, but because the Irish monks 
went roaming through the summer and then returned in the 
winter expecting to share in the harvest which they had left the 
English to gather.! The quarrel was settled by the establishment 
of a separate monastery for the English in Mayo and the English 
connexion created at that time remained strong until long after 
Bede’s death. The monastery at Gilling, in the West Riding of 
Yorkshire, was founded shortly after 651 by Eanfled who had 
been baptised by Paulinus and remained staunchly ‘Roman’, 
though her husband, an Englishman was ecclesiastically 
‘Celtic’. Gilling’s first abbot, Trumhere, was an Englishman 
who had been educated and ordained by the Irish. Its second 
abbot, Cynefrith, was also English by birth, but he left Gilling 
and went to Ireland. His brother was that Ceolfrith who taught 
Bede and was sole abbot of Wearmouth and Jarrow for much 
of Bede’s life. The great Cuthbert, though English by birth, was 
first a monk at an Irish foundation, Melrose, governed by an 
Irish abbot, Boisil. Many other instances could be adduced to 
show how in the generation before Bede the Irish could well be 
ecclesiastically ‘Roman’, while the English could equally be 
‘Celtic’. Bitterness grew only when tolerance yielded to dogma, 
and when opposition to Roman dogma was equated with heresy 
and sin. 

A year of anarchy followed the death of Edwin before Oswald 
defeated Cadwalion in a battle fought near the Hadrianic Wall, 
not far from Hexham, on a site which came to be called 
Heavenfield, doubtless because of its association with a victory 
won by a king whose posthumous fame as saint and martyr was 
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widespread. Oswald’s action in setting up a wooden cross before 
joining battle, a cross which so far as Bede had been able to 
discover was the first visible sign of Christianity to be set up in 
the lands of the Bernicians, may well mark the beginnings of the 
cult of the cross in Northumbria witnessed by the large numbers 
of sculptured free-standing stone crosses of later years. Bede is 
emphatic that before Oswald erected his cross there had been 
neither Christian church nor Christian altar anywhere in 
Bernicia, though of course he was not in a position to know 
about any wooden structures which may have been built at Old 
Yeavering and later destroyed by fire and the abandonment of 
the site. 

As Edwin had lived in exile during AZthelfrith’s reign, so the 
sons of Aithelfrith, including Oswald, had found refuge in the 
far north with either the Picts or the Scots. The Northumbrian 
and Pictish dynasties were brought temporarily into peaceful 
relationships with one another at this time by intermarriage, 
and, more important, Oswald and several of his noblemen 
received baptism from the Scots. We are not dependent solely 
on the evidence of Bede for this event which proved to be of such 
momentous significance for the English church. Later in the 
seventh century, Adomnan, abbot of St Columba’s monastery 
on Iona, became closely associated with the Northumbrian king 
Aldfrith (685-705) who is known to have been an educated and 
learned man. We know that Adomnan visited Northumbria at 
least twice and that on one occasion he went to Wearmouth 
and Jarrow. Bede is likely to have seen him on that visit though 
at the time he was only a boy of about 14, but he seems not to 
have known that, shortly before 700, and after his North- 
umbrian visits, Adomnan wrote a Life of Columba which 
included an account of Oswald’s victory over Cadwallon. It 
was said, Adomnan wrote, that Columba himself (d. 597) had 
appeared in a vision to Oswald during the night before the 
battle and promised him victory. On the morrow the king told 
of his vision and all his people promised that after the battle 
they would receive baptism — ‘For up to that time all that land 
of the English was shadowed by the darkness of heathenism and 
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ignorance, excepting the king Oswald himself, and twelve men 
who had been baptised with him, while he was in exile among 
the Irish.’ We expect the writers of hagiography to glorify the 
saints whose Lives they write, and it was natural that the great 
achievement of the Columban mission to the English should be 
made to redound to the credit of the saint himself. Even so, and 
despite his visits to Wearmouth and Jarrow, Adomnan may not 
have known anything at all about the Gregorian mission in 
Kent or about the activities of Paulinus in Northumbria itself. 

Columba died on 9 June 597. It was Bede’s belief that after 
crossing from Ireland in 565 he had received from the Picts the 
island of Iona where he founded a monastery which served as 
the base for a mission to the northern Picts. Bede also mentioned 
by name another monastery founded by Columba in Ireland 
itself. We know the place now as Durrow. Bede, with an interest 
in the etymology of place-names which finds frequent expression 
in his writings, wrote that ‘because of the great number of oaks, 
it is called Dearmach in the Irish tongue, that is The Field of 
Oaks’.? He also knew that many other monasteries were founded 
both in Britain and Ireland as offshoots of these two, though for 
a long time it was Iona that held a position of pre-eminence 
both among the northern Irish and also among the Picts. We 
know that there were at least two Englishmen — Genereus the 
Baker, and Pilu*—living in the community at Iona while 
Columba was still alive, and therefore before Augustine’s arrival 
in Kent. Neither Adomnan nor Bede state explicitly that 
Oswald was baptised at Iona, but it seems likely enough that he 
had been there some time during the years of his exile (¢. 617-34) 
and it was to Iona that he turned for help in restoring Christ- 
ianity to Northumbria. 

Bede recorded a report that the first preacher sent from Iona 
met with no success, and that on his return to Iona he described 
those to whom he had been sent as wild ungovernable men of 
harsh and barbarous disposition.5 This reported failure, 
whether designedly or not, served to show the saintly Aidan 
who came to Lindisfarne in 635, in all the more favourable a 
light. Aidan is portrayed by Bede as a man imbued with every 
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Christian virtue, save one. Despising wealth, charitable to the 
poor and filled with true humility, he was ‘a man of the greatest 
gentleness, godliness and moderation, and possessing the zeal of 
God, although not entirely according to knowledge. For he was 
accustomed to observe the day of the Lord’s Easter according 
to the manner of his nation.’* Nonetheless, Bede leaves us in no 
doubt at all about his own view of the importance of Aidan’s 
arrival at Lindisfarne. ‘From that time many began to come 
every day from the regions of the Scots to Britain, and to preach 
the word of faith to those provinces of the English over which 
Oswald reigned ... churches were built in various places ... 
possessions and estates were given by the gift of the king for the 
founding of monasteries; English children, as well as older 
people, were instructed by Scottish masters in study and 
observance of monastic discipline.’? Remembering the strength 
of Bede’s sympathies with Rome and the dominance of Roman 
influences at Wearmouth and Jarrow, we must recognise the 
force of his tribute to the achievement of the Irish monks who 
came to Britain in such large numbers at this time, though in 
doing so we by no means belittle the achievement of the Romans 
in maintaining for so long a mission separated from their home- 
land by a journey which could take many months to complete. 
It was one thing for Aidan to move from one island site at Iona 
to another at Lindisfarne where he had the help of an English 
king who had already been baptised and could speak Irish well 
enough to act as Aidan’s interpreter. It was another thing for 
Augustine to journey a thousand miles from Rome with no more 
than a Frankish queen to help him at the end of his journey in a 
deeply pagan land. Yet comparing the methods used by the two 
missions, if comparison is valid where the evidence 1s so slight, 
particularly from Canterbury, we are struck at once by the 
importance which the Irish attached to the teaching of both 
children and older people. The Irish may have lacked the skill, 
and probably the desire, to create an organised church such as 
Gregory had wanted to see, but until Theodore reached 
Canterbury in 669, we can find little trace among the Roman 
missioners of that zeal for scholarship and teaching which was 


[104] 


‘CELTIC’ AND ‘ROMAN’ MISSIONARIES 


so characteristic of the Irish monks and which drew so many 
Englishmen to Ireland in search of the learning which they 
could not find in their own land. 

Aidan died in 651 and was succeeded by Finan, another of 
the monks from Iona, whose tenure of the bishopric (651-61) 
was marked by the first penetration of the pagan midlands and 
by the restoration of Christianity to the East Saxons who had 
reverted to paganism on the death of King Athelbert some 40 
years before. Bede’s information about these new activities was 
derived verbally from the monks of Lastingham in the North 
Riding of Yorkshire where a monastery had been founded at 
about the middle of the seventh century by one of those chiefly 
concerned, Cedd. Bede’s account of the first mission to the 
midlands recalls the earlier sequence of events both in Kent and 
in Northumbria — a heathen prince, Peada the son of Penda, 
seeks the hand of a Christian princess, Alchfled, but her father, 
Osuiu king of the Northumbrians, will not give her away unless 
her suitor will himself become Christian. Peada’s conversion 
was furthered by the marriage of his own sister to one of Osuiu’s 
sons, and he was baptised with many of his noblemen on a royal 
estate near Hadrian’s Wall. On returning to the midlands, 
Peada was accompanied by four priests of whom, we should 
note, three were English and one Irish. Penda, Peada’s father, 
remained heathen until his death, but he did not forbid the 
preaching of the Gospel, and after his death, Diuma, the one 
Irishman among the four, was consecrated bishop by Finan of 
Lindisfarne for the whole midland area, including the lands of 
the Middle Angles as well as those of the Mercians. Diuma’s 
successor in the midlands was another Irishman, Ceollach, who 
later returned to Iona, and he in turn was followed by Trum- 
here, abbot of Gilling and English by birth though educated 
and ordained among the Scots. We cannot establish the dates 
of these bishops with any certainty nor do we know whereabouts 
in the midlands they were chiefly active. The monks of Lasting- 
ham upon whom Bede depended for his information seem not to 
have known much about them. There is no sign that they had 
any contact with Canterbury and we must presume that they 
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looked to Lindisfarne, and beyond to Jona, as the mother 
church to whom obedience was due. But if there is no sign of 
relations with Canterbury, equally there is no hint of any 
antagonism between the English and the Irish members of this 
midland mission who worked together in amity towards their 
common end. 

The restoration of Christianity to the East Saxons was 
brought about through the personal friendship of Osuiu, king of 
the Northumbrians, with Sigebert, king of the East Saxons, who 
was a frequent visitor to the Northumbrian court, and who at 
Osuiu’s persuasion was baptised at the same place as Peada. 
Cedd, one of the four who had gone to the midlands, was 
recalled and sent to the East Saxons with another priest. After 
meeting with early success, he returned to Lindisfarne where he 
was consecrated bishop by Finan with two other bishops 
assisting him. Going back to the East Saxons, Cedd built 
churches in various places and ordained priests and deacons. 
Two of the places at which Cedd built churches were known to 
Bede by name, and are known to us now as Tilbury and 
Bradwell-on-Sea.® At the latter, substantial remains of Cedd’s 
church may still be seen where he built it among the ruins, then 
no doubt substantial, of the west gateway of the old Saxon 
Shore fort known to the Romans as Othona and to the English of 
Bede’s time as Ythancaestir.1° At these two centres Cedd gathered 
groups of people together and taught them the regular monastic 
way of life, so far as they were capable of learning it. Again, and 
despite its close proximity, we have no evidence of contact with 
Canterbury, nor do we know anything precise about the 
chronology of the mission. Cedd maintained his contacts with 
Northumbria and it was he who founded the monastery at 
Lastingham where he died, probably in 664, shortly after 
attending the synod of Whitby. 

While the monks of Iona and Lindisfarne were preaching in 
the midlands and among the East Saxons, there were others 
engaged in laying the foundations of the church in East Anglia 
and in Wessex. For his information about Christianity in East 
Anglia after the days of Redwald, Bede was indebted in part to 
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written sources and in part to a certain abbot Esi of whom we 
know nothing beyond his name.!! There is some parallel 
between East Anglia and Northumbria in that, after early 
failures, the effective introduction of Christianity into East 
Anglia was largely the achievement of a king, Sigebert, who had 
been converted in exile, and of whom Bede tells us enough to 
make us wish that we knew more, particularly as he is the first 
English king whom we know to have been interested in scholar- 
ship and to have acquired a reputation for learning. We learn 
from Bede that Sigebert incurred the enmity of Redwald and 
was driven out of East Anglia to seek refuge in Gaul where he 
apparently remained in exile during the reign of Redwald’s 
successor, and for a further three years after that successor’s 
death. We cannot establish either the place of Sigebert in the 
genealogy of the East Anglian kings, or the chronology of his 
life, but so far as the evidence goes it suggests that he had lived 
in Gaul from before c. 616 when Redwald was killed, until c. 
630 when he returned to rule in East Anglia. It was while he was 
in Gaul that he was baptised and presumably during the same 
period that he acquired the taste for knowledge which led him 
to establish a school in East Anglia and enabled Bede to 
describe him as a very learned man (doctissemus). After reigning 
for some years he abandoned his life in the world, as many 
other kings and noblemen were to do in later years, and entered 
a monastery which he himself had founded. He had lived as a 
monk there for many years when Penda, king of the Mercians, 
invaded East Anglia and attempts were made to persuade him 
to leave his monastery and lead his soldiers into battle. Refusing 
to do so, he was led to the battlefield by force and there, still 
refusing to violate his monastic vows, he was killed.!* Bede does 
not name the site of the monastery in which Sigebert lived, 
though it may have been Burgh Castle, nor does he give the date 
of his death, of which we can say only that it must have been 
before Penda’s death in 654. 

Before his abdication Sigebert had been greatly helped in his 
efforts to convert his people by Felix, a man who had been 
brought up and consecrated bishop in Burgundy and who, on 
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coming to Archbishop Honorius had been sent on by him to 
preach to the East Angles. Felix received an episcopal see in 
civitate Dommoc which has usually been identified with Dunwich, 
though there is a case for thinking that it may have been the old 
Romano-British fort of the Saxon Shore which has now been 
lost beneath the sea off Felixstowe,!* and there he remained 
until his death seventeen years later. In particular Felix was 
able to help Sigebert by supplying his school with teachers and 
masters in the manner of the people of Kent.14 Save for this one 
reference we would not have known that there were any schools 
in Kent at this time, though we might reasonably have inferred 
that young Englishmen would be being trained for the priest- 
hood at Rochester and Canterbury. Bede does not make it 
absolutely clear whether Felix got his teachers from the Kentish 
schools or whether he meant simply to say that Felix introduced 
to Sigebert’s school in East Anglia schoolmasters such as were 
also to be found in Kent. Bede himself may not have known. 
Later sources represent Felix and Sigebert as having met in 
Gaul and travelled to England together, but this is contrary to 
Bede’s narrative which seems to imply that Felix’s journey to 
East Anglia had been made at the prompting of the archbishop 
in Canterbury. The name Felix effectively conceals the nation- 
ality of its owner, but remembering that Burgundy was the main 
centre of Irish missionary activity in Gaul, associated particu- 
larly with Columbanus and Luxeuil, we ought not to exclude the 
possibility that both Felix and King Sigebert hnnself had been 
associated with some centre of Irish monasticism in Burgundy 
or elsewhere in north-eastern Gaul. 

Whatever may have been the antecedents of Felix and Sige- 
bert, Bede knew that through the activities of the Irishman 
Fursey the church in East Anglia was brought into association 
with Irish monasticism both in Ireland and in Gaul in the first 
half of the seventh century. The source of his knowledge was a 
Life of Fursey from which he quoted extensively in his History.1 
Fursey is represented as going to Britain with a few companions 
in order to escape the crowds which came to see him in Ireland, 
and as being honourably received by King Sigebert who gave 
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him a site on which to build a monastery inside a fort which the 
English called Cnobheresburg. The monastery probably lay inside 
one of the Roman forts of the Saxon Shore, Garrianonum, now 
Burgh Castle near Yarmouth, where a Christian cemetery and 
some other post-Roman remains have been found.?* Fursey 
later entrusted the care of the monastry to his brother Foilléan 
and went himself to Gaul where he settled in a monastery which 
he built at Lagny on the Marne east of Paris. Dying soon 
afterwards, he was buried at Péronne.?”7 Whether or not his 
East Anglian monastery was the one to which Sigebert with- 
drew, it was later enriched by King Anna, his successor. 

The jewellery from the ship-burial at Sutton Hoo and the 
eighth-century Life of Guthlac whose author had a wide-ranging 
knowledge of the literature of his age, including some of the 
works of Gregory the Great, point to the existence in East 
Anglia of a civilisation which attained a very high degree of 
both artistic and intellectual excellence. Moreover, at Iken, 
near Aldeburgh, there lay at about the time of Bede’s birth a 
monastery of which we know nothing save that its fame was 
great enough to attract Ceolfrith to pay it a visit shortly before 
he left Ripon to help Benedict Biscop with the new foundation 
at Wearmouth.!® So far as we can see this East Anglian civilis- 
ation which has otherwise almost wholly vanished, had its roots 
in a mixture of Gaulish and Irish influences represented in the 
persons of Felix the Burgundian and Fursey the Irishman, with 
perhaps some indirect influences from Rome through Kent. 

Bede’s information about the conversion of the remainder of 
the English —the West Saxons, the South Saxons and the 
people of the Isle of Wight — was derived partly from Canter- 
bury and partly from Daniel who became bishop of Winchester 
in 705 and who survived Bede himself by some ten years. Daniel 
was known to his contemporaries as a man of learning and from 
some of his surviving correspondence we can see that he was 
closely interested in the activities of the English missionaries, 
especially Boniface, who were working among the pagan Ger- 
mans on the continent during the early years of the eighth 
century. He is likely to have been at pains to learn as much as he 
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could about the beginnings of Christianity in southern England, 
but there is no hint that he was able to draw upon early written 
sources or upon local traditions such as were preserved for 
Northumbria at Whitby, and in consequence the account 
which he sent to Bede seems to have embodied no more than 
imprecise traditions about one or two early bishops. The first of 
these was a man called Birinus who is said to have come to 
Britain on the advice of Pope Honorius after being consecrated 
bishop by Asterius whom Bede calls bishop of Genoa. He had 
promised Honortus that he would visit the remotest inland parts 
where no teacher had previously been, but on reaching the 
island he came first to a people called Gewisse — the name, says 
Bede, by which the West Saxons used to be called of old — and 
since they were all pagan he decided to remain among them. 
The king, Cynegils, was baptised and at his baptism he was 
sponsored by Oswald, king of the Northumbrians, who was 
seeking the hand of a daughter of Cynegils in marriage. The 
two kings gave Birinus an episcopal seat at Dorchester-on- 
Thames, and there, after building churches and securing the 
conversion of many people, he died and was buried. Many 
years later, during the episcopacy of Hzdde, Daniel’s pre- 
decessor, his remains were translated to Winchester.?® 

We have no independent contemporary evidence against 
which to check this account, nor can we tell whether it reached 
Bede from Canterbury, from Daniel or in part from both. The 
translation of the relics from Dorchester to Winchester would 
have provided an occasion for a commemorative homily and 
this in turn might have given Daniel some information about 
Birinus. The account itself, which is entirely without dates, 
conveys the impression that Birinus was active among the West 
Saxons for many years and that his mission was successful at 
least to the extent of securing the veneration of his relics. Pope 
Honorius was in office 625-38 and was, as we have seen, in 
touch with his namesake of Canterbury and informed about the 
mission of Paulinus to Northumbria. Bede was slightly mis- 
informed about Asterius who, though he lived at Genoa, held 
not the bishopric of Genoa, but the archbishopric of Milan. We 
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know nothing further about king Oswald’s visit to the West 
Saxons save that it could scarcely have been before his victory 
at Heavenfield and probably not before the arrival of Aidan at 
Lindisfarne in 635. These dates suggest the limits 635-8 for the 
arrival of Birinus, and they may perhaps be the foundation of 
the chronology given by the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle which records 
that Birinus preached to the West Saxons in 634 and that 
Cynegils was baptised in 635. 

We do not know how long the mission of Birinus lasted, but 
despite the terms in which Bede writes of him there is little to 
suggest that he made more than superficial inroads on southern 
English paganism. Cynegils’s successor, Genwalh, remained 
pagan on his father’s death, but was later converted at the 
instigation of Anna, king of the East Angles, at whose court he 
had taken refuge from the attacks of Penda, the pagan king of 
the Mercians. The chronology of these events is very uncertain, 
but it is probable that Cenwalh recovered his West Saxon 
kingdom c¢. 640. Perhaps some ten years later,?° a bishop called 
Agilbert who was of Gaulish birth, but had spent some years in 
Ireland studying the Scriptures, attached himself to Genwalh’s 
court and began preaching to the West Saxon people. Impressed 
by his learning and industry, Cenwalh asked Agilbert to remain 
as bishop. The few recorded incidents of Agilbert’s career 
suggest that had he found a biographer, such as his protegé 
Wilfrid was to find, he would be seen to have played an 
important part in the history of the English church at a time 
when the impetus of the Gregorian mission was failing and 
before the arrival of another Mediterranean archbishop, 
Theodore of Tarsus. 

There is a hint in Bede’s narrative that Agilbert had received 
his episcopal orders in Gaul, and in view of his later history we 
are probably right in thinking that his Irish studies had not been 
in the Columban church in the north, but in some more 
southerly part where the Irish clergy were already in conformity 
with Rome and to that extent were themselves ‘Romans’. Bede 
records that Agilbert exercised his ministry for many years 
among the West Saxons, but he does not name the seat of his 
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bishopric and we ought not to assume that it was Dorchester-on- 
Thames. After a time Cenwalh, it is said, grew wearied of his 
barbarous speech and secretly introduced a bishop called Wine, 
who had been ordained in Gaul and who could speak his own 
tongue. If, as we may believe, Agilbert was an educated, 
scholarly man sprung from the ranks of the distinguished 
Gallo-Roman episcopate, doubtless he too was wearied of the 
barbarities of a still dominantly pagan society. Not unnaturally 
he took offence and left Wessex to the episcopal care of Wine 
who was established by the king in Winchester. According to 
West Saxon tradition 1t was Cenwalh who built the church at 
Winchester which came later to be known as the Old Minster, 
but Cenwalh later expelled Wine who took refuge with Wulf- 
here, king of the Mercians and Christian successor to the pagan 
Penda. Bede states that Wine bought from Wulfhere the vacant 
bishopric of London and held it for the remainder of his life. 
According to the Chronicle Agilbert left the West Saxons in 660 
and Wine moved to London three years later. ‘And so’, writes 
Bede, ‘the province of the West Saxons was without a bishop for 
no little time.’?! 

It is difficult to establish the chronology of Agilbert’s later 
career. We know that he visited Northumbria where he 
ordained the young Wilfrid to the priesthood in his monastery 
at Ripon and also that he took an important part in the synod 
of Whitby, but it is not clear whether he had in the meanwhile 
paid a visit to Gaul. He eventually became bishop of Paris and 
in that capacity, together with several other bishops, he conse- 
crated Wilfrid bishop in a ceremony of great splendour at 
Compiégne. Shortly afterwards he was host to Theodore who 
passed a long stay with him while on his journey from Rome to 
Canterbury in 668-9. Meanwhile in Wessex, Genwalh, harassed 
by many troubles, asked Agilbert to return but he refused to do 
so saying that he could not leave his Gaulish episcopate. Instead 
he sent his nephew, a priest called Leuthere whom he regarded 
as suitable for episcopal orders and who was eventually conse- 
crated bishop by Theodore.** 

Save only for the Isle of Wight, whose people were still pagan 
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some fifteen years after Bede’s birth, the kingdom of the South 
Saxons was the last of the English kingdoms to abandon 
paganism. A small community of Irish monks was living at 
Bosham in the seventh century, but although they were allowed 
to remain in peace, none of the inhabitants of the kindgom cared 
either to imitate their way of life or to listen to their preaching.*® 
The conversion of the South Saxons was the achievement of 
Wilfrid who, on reaching England from Rome in 680 and 
finding himself again rejected in his native Northumbria, 
eventually returned south and settled for some years among the 
South Saxons on an estate given to him by their king at Selsey 
which became the seat of a bishopric. Wilfrid’s earliest contact 
with the South Saxons had been some 15 years before, when his 
ship was blown ashore on their coast when returning from Gaul. 
His biographer has left us a vivid account of the scene which 
faced him and his companions. Driven ashore by a south- 
easterly gale, their ship was left stranded by the receding tide, 
and as a host of pagans approached, their chief priest took up 
his stand on a high mound ‘and like Balaam, attempted to curse 
the people of God, and to bind their hands by means of his 
magical arts. Thereupon one of the companions of our bishop 
took a stone which had been blessed by all the people of God 
and hurled it from his sling after the manner of David. It 
pierced the wizard’s forehead and penetrated to his brain as he 
stood cursing; death took him unawares as it did Goliath and 
his lifeless body fell backwards on to the sand.’ ‘The pagans then 
prepared for battle, but Wilfrid and his men, determined ‘that 
none should turn his back upon another in flight, but that they 
would either win death with honour or life with glory’, drove 
off three attacks, and as the pagans prepared for a fourth 
onslaught, the tide returned and their ship was refloated.** It is 
well to remember that this scene was enacted some 70 years 
after the landing of Augustine on the neighbouring shore of 
Kent, and only some four or five years before Bede’s birth. 
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‘We have frequently seen’, Bede wrote, ‘the whole season of 
summer overturned in violent winds and wintry storms.’ It 
was his belief that such excesses of nature, whether of drought, 
heat or rainfall, were the breeding ground of infectious disease, 
known simply as pestilentia, or in English, cwealm, whose conse- 
quences for the world in which he lived were undoubtedly much 
more devastating than warfare. As a boy he himself survived an 
attack of plague which came near to destroying the newly- 
founded community at Jarrow, but in 664, some six or seven 
years before his birth and shortly after the synod of Whitby, 
there was a particularly severe and widespread visitation. 
After attacking southern England with such severity that Bede 
could write of parts of the countryside being depopulated, the 
infection spread to Northumbria where it raged for a long time, 
killing many people, and also to Ireland whose inhabitants were 
afflicted with equal severity.2 From the little that we know in 
detail we may suspect that the consequences for the church were 
all but disastrous. In the north, Tuda died almost immediately 
after becoming bishop at Lindisfarne, in succession to Colman 
who had withdrawn in consequence of the decisions taken at 
Whitby. Cedd who had achieved great success as bishop of the 
East Saxons, died of the plague while visiting his monastery at 
Lastingham in Yorkshire. When his brethren among the East 
Saxons heard of his death some go of them went north to 
Lastingham to be near their dead bishop and all of them died of 
the plague save for one small boy.* Many of the East Saxons 
reverted to heathenism and began to rebuild their abandoned 
pagan temples. At about the same time, possibly, though not 
certainly, of the plague there also died Damian, bishop of 
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Rochester, and Deusdedit (Frithonas), the first English holder 
of the archbishopric of Canterbury. His chosen successor went 
to Rome for consecration, but he was attacked by the plague 
there and he died together with almost all of those who had 
travelled from England with him. 

Seen retrospectively the synod of Whitby which was held a 
few months before the plague struck, has acquired a decisive 
importance since by its decision the English church is seen to 
have moved into conformity with Rome, but we may suspect 
that it was Bede himself who gave it this importance as he looked 
back across the two generations which separated the holding of 
the synod from his writing of the History. There was no English 
church in the years about 664. We may think that Christianity 
had become strongly rooted among the English of Northumbria 
and East Anglia, and doubtless also in Kent, even though the 
sees at Canterbury and Rochester were vacant. Elsewhere, 
Sussex and the Isle of Wight were still unvisited by missionaries, 
Essex was lapsing to paganism. If we may judge from the 
density of place-names with heathen connotations, much of the 
land where now lie the counties of Surrey, Middlesex and 
Hertfordshire was still deeply pagan. And further inland we 
have no ground for suspecting anything more than the slightest 
of inroads upon the paganism of Wessex and the Midlands. 
There was in these areas no diocesan organisation, no regular 
endowment and no provision for ecclesiastical government, nor 
indeed any need for it since there was nothing to govern. That 
Christianity not only survived, but also continued to spread in 
this predominantly pagan society, was due in part to the 
missionary zeal of small communities of monks widely scattered 
over the country, and in part to the appointment to the vacant 
archbishopric of a monk who may well be regarded as one of the 
most distinguished holders of that see in all its history. 

The last of the papal letters used by Bede was written by Pope 
Vitalian (657-72) and addressed to Osuiu, the Northumbrian 
king, in answer to letters received from him and the king of 
Kent which were taken to Rome by Wigheard, the Canterbury 
priest, whom they had sent to be consecrated bishop.* The 
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letter is predominantly one of exhortation, but Vitalian told the 
Northumbrian king-and he may well have sent a similar 
letter to the Kentish king — that Wigheard had reached Rome, 
but had died there. Vitalian promised that he would send 
someone suited to the needs of the English as soon as he could 
find any one. The man whom he eventually chose was a 
distinguished Asiatic Greek called Theodore, who was then 
living in Rome, but who had been born at Tarsus, St Paul’s 
birthplace on the southern shores of Asia Minor (Cilicia) and 
had perhaps been educated partly at Athens. As his companion 
— and also, as Bede would have us believe, as a watchdog, lest 
Theodore might be tempted to corrupt the young English 
church by introducing the practices of the Greek church — 
Vitalian chose a monk called Hadrian who was an African by 
origin but was at that time abbot of an Italian monastery not 
far from Naples. After a delay of four months, enabling Theo- 
dore’s hair to grow out of the eastern Pauline form of the 
tonsure and receive the Petrine tonsure in the form of a crown, 
Theodore was consecrated bishop by Vitalian on 26 March 668 
and he set off for England with Hadrian on 27 May. They 
reached their church at Canterbury a year later to the very 
day, 27 May 669. Hadrian had previously visited Gaul more 
than once, but they also had as guide on their journey Benedict 
Biscop who was to start building the new monastery at Jarrow 
five years later.’ Although he was already 66 when he was 
consecrated bishop, Theodore held the archbishopric of 
Canterbury for the next 21 years. These were the years of Bede’s 
childhood and youth, and when, late in life, he came to write 
the History he looked back on the days of Theodore and Hadrian 
as the happiest years since the English had come to Britain, a 
time when the country was at peace and when teachers were at 
hand to instruct all those who wanted to learn, in secular as 
well as in sacred letters, in Greek as well as in Latin.* Although 
Theodore acted vigorously to create a regular diocesan organis- 
ation and to establish an ordered system of government, 
both he and Hadrian were monks and it was the monasteries 
which were the creative centres from which there sprang with 
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surprising suddenness a rich spiritual, intellectual and artistic 
life. 

The arrival of Theodore and Hadrian at Canterbury acted as 
a potent stimulus to the already incipient movement of the 
Anglo-Saxons away from barbarism and towards a literate 
civilisation. A search for the origins of western monasticism 
would carry us to North Africa, the Egyptian desert, Palestine 
and Syria, and to times when Britain was still a prosperous and 
secure part of the Roman Empire. Recognising, but not 
examining, these eastern foundations, we ought to take account 
of a few of those western centres in Gaul, Italy and Spain whose 
influence upon the insular monasticism of Britain, and more 
particularly upon Wearmouth and Jarrow, can be directly 
traced. When Theodore reached Canterbury Pope Vitalian, 
like Gregory the Great some 70 years before, might still have 
regarded at least the English inhabitants of Britain as occupying 
a remote corner of the world, an alter orbis, but the growth of 
Anglo-Saxon monasticism and the development of intellectual 
interests which were its frequent, though not invariable, 
accompaniment brought at least a small section of the popu- 
lation into an association with western Europe which is at times 
surprisingly wide-ranging. 

The monasteries lying in the lower part of the Rhone valley, 
and including the foundation at Lérins as their mainspring, 
constitute one of the most powerful centres of influence upon 
western monasticism in general and upon Wearmouth and 
Jarrow in particular. The monastery which is commonly known 
as Lérins was founded ¢. 410 — at the very time when Britain 
was passing out of Roman control — by Honoratus, and lay on 
an island which still bears his name, the Isle de St Honorat, and 
which is one of the group of the Isles de Lérins lying a short 
distance from the coast in the Bay of Gannes. Augustine and his 
companions were entertained there by its abbot Stephen on 
their journey to England and it was there that Benedict Biscop 
first received the monastic tonsure. Most of what we know 
about Honoratus and the nature of his monastery is derived 
from a commemorative sermon written by his kinsman, Hilary — 
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such a sermon as Bede later wrote to commemorate Benedict 
Biscop himself. 

Honoratus is represented as a man born into a wealthy and 
distinguished Gaulish family and as having to overcome the 
opposition of his father who tried to dissuade him from becoming 
a monk. After travelling to the east and to Greece in company 
with a brother who died there, he returned to Gaul where he 
established a monastic community on an island which was 
‘uninhabited because of its excessive desolation, unapproach- 
able because of the fear of poisonous beasts’.” Hilary’s sermon, 
eulogistic and epideictic in character, yields very little factual 
information about the monastery itself, but it places much 
emphasis upon the ascetic nature of the life led by its members 
and the exceedingly severe discipline. There are no references 
to any form of intellectual life being practised in the monastery 
save for the answering of the many letters which Honoratus 
received there. In later years Honoratus himself moved away to 
become Bishop of Arles, bringing to that church an increase of 
discipline and a decrease of the wealth which had long been 
accumulating and long lying idle.® 

The modern traveller, seeking escape from his present world, 
might not be appalled at the prospect of living on a small 
Mediterranean island close by the shores of the Riviera, and no 
doubt there were times when Benedict Biscop, facing the 
rigorous climate of the north-east coast of England, looked back 
with nostalgia to the two years which he spent at Lérins. 
Nonetheless, that Honoratus intended his island monastery 
to offer an escape from the luxurious living of the western 
empire into a world of rigorous asceticism seems to be suggested 
by Hilary’s sermon and to be confirmed by some of the com- 
ments of Sidonius Apollinaris. Writing to Faustus, who became 
abbot of Lérins in 433 and later bishop of Riez in eastern 
Provence, Sidonius comments on the visits which Faustus used 
to make to the monastery which he had once governed, re- 
marking how, instead of using it for rest and recuperation, he 
would scarcely sleep at all or eat, but lived a life of complete 
self-denial, only enriching his long fasts with psalmody.® He 


frat] 


THE WORLD OF BEDE 


writes also to Lupus, renowned bishop of Troyes, recalling the 
way he used to keep ‘the laborious watches in the holy warfare 
at Lérins’, and im a letter to Principius, bishop of Soissons, he 
recalls the example of Bishop Antiolus ‘who was formerly an 
eminent head of the Lérins community, a cell-mate of men like 
Lupus and Maximus, striving by the lengths to which he 
carried abstinence to overtake the archimandrites of Memphis 
and of Palestine’.?® 

A few years after the settlement of Honoratus among the 
islands of Lérins two monasteries were founded near Marseilles 
by another monk, John Cassian, whose monastic experience had 
been gained first at Bethlehem and later in the Egyptian desert 
and who embodied in his writings, the Institutes and the Con- 
Jerences, the severely ascetic and contemplative ideal of monast- 
icism which he had learnt in the east, albeit with modifications 
adapting it to the different conditions of the west.' Although 
both Lérins and Cassian’s foundations seem to have been 
intended as places of retreat where the warfare of spiritual 
asceticism might be waged on the Egyptian model and to have 
long remained so, they were not surrounded by the empty 
spaces of the Egyptian desert, but were close neighbours of what 
was perhaps the wealthiest and most highly cultured part of the 
western Empire, the old cities of the Rh6éne valley, where the 
ancient traditions of classical education were still unbroken, that 
kind of humanist education which could produce the learning 
of Sidonius Apollinaris. 

When we find that among those who were associated with 
Lérins for shorter or longer periods there were a number of men 
of great intellectual eminence, we perhaps do better to think that 
their intellectual training, their interest in grammar, dialectic 
and rhetoric, was the product of continuing Gallo-Roman 
secular education rather than of a newly-founded place of 
retreat on an island previously uninhabited because of its 
desolation. Many of those who were at one time or another at 
Lérins, played distinguished parts in the Gallo-Roman church 
of southern Gaul, notably in the church of Arles. We have seen 
that Honoratus became bishop of Arles; so also did its second 
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abbot, Hilary, whose over-ambitious defence of the metropolitan 
rights of his see brought him into direct conflict with Pope Leo I. 
Caesarius, the author of a large body of sermons and one of the 
most distinguished holders of the see of Arles (502-42) had also 
been a monk at Lérins, and at the end of the sixth century the 
holder of the see to whom Gregory commended Augustine and 
his companions, was Vergilius who had formerly been abbot at 
Lérins. Among others associated with Lérins in the fifth century 
were Eucherius, one of the most distinguished holders of the 
bishopric of Lyons: Lupus who became bishop of Troyes and who 
probably visited Britain to combat the spread of Pelagianism: 
Faustus, the bishop of Riez to whom Sidonius wrote and who 
may possibly have been a native of Britain, though perhaps 
more probably of Brittany: and Vincent, the distinguished 
theologian and exponent of the theological doctrines known as 
semi-Pelagianism. Lérins was also visited by many Irish monks 
and may have been a formative influence on Irish monasticism. 

We do not know whether Honoratus composed his own 
written Rule for Lérins, but certainly none has survived. It 
would of course be foolish to suppose that the manner of life 
which prevailed in the fifth century still continued unchanged 
when Benedict Biscop stayed there in the seventh. Even so, 
when we find Bede describing how Benedict Biscop had 
compiled the Rule for Wearmouth and Jarrow from all that he 
had found best in seventeen of the most ancient monasteries 
which he had visited on his travels, we can be sure that Lérins 
was among these monasteries, and it seems very likely that 
Benedict’s whole attitude towards monasticism would be 
greatly influenced by what he had learnt about such men as 
Honoratus, Hilary, Cassian and Vincent, as well as other great 
men who had been associated with the island. Perhaps it is to 
these roots, growing in that part of the western empire which 
had been least affected by the barbarian invasions, that we 
should trace Benedict Biscop’s evident determination that his 
foundations in Northumbria should not be mere retreats for 
asceticism and the waging of holy warfare, but should also be 
seed beds for intellectual growth. 
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It would be surprising if, for the libraries which Benedict 
Biscop created at Wearmouth and Jarrow, he did not secure 
copies of the works of some at least of these southern Gaulish 
writers, the more so as we know that Vienne, in the Rhéne 
valley, was one of the cities from which he secured books. Yet it 
is not surprising that they should have left little direct trace in 
Bede’s own works. Bede used the Collationes of Cassian and also 
his Contra Nestorium,!? but even if he did read the writings of 
Faustus or the Commonitorium of Vincent, he would not have been 
likely to cite as authorities on Scriptural interpretation the works 
of men who had vigorously attacked St Augustine’s teaching on 
Free Will and Predestination. Vincent, no less than Bede, was 
deeply concerned with knowing how, in an age of turmoil and 
widespread heresy, it was possible to discern the truth of the 
Catholic faith from the falsity of heretical corruption. He 
believed that this could be done partly on the authority of 
Divine law and partly on the tradition of the Catholic church, 
the tradition of what had been believed everywhere, always and 
by all.?® Bede would not have quarrelled with this view and he 
would certainly have approved of Vincent’s own placing of 
Pelagius in the company of such heresiarchs as Arius, Sabellius 
and Priscillian.!4 Nevertheless the more liberal theology of 
Vincent and some other Gaulish writers involved a direct 
attack on some of St Augustine’s teaching in a way which has 
led modern scholars to describe their doctrine as semi-Pelag- 
ianism. Whatever the label, Bede and Vincent would certainly 
have parted company on this issue, for, excepting Arianism 
itself, no heresy was more frequently attacked by Bede than the 
heresy of Pelagius. But if Vincent’s Commonitorium, despite its 
condemnation of Pelagius, was the mainspring of the southern 
Gaulish attack on some, but only some, of Augustine’s teaching, 
it was another one-time monk at Lérins, Caesarius bishop of 
Arles, who was mainly responsible for the condemnation of 
Pelagianism at the Council of Orange in 529. 

Honoratus, the founder of the monastery at Lérins, died c. 
430, about the time at which one of the Gailo-Roman bishops, 
Germanus of Auxerre, visited Britain to combat the spread of 
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the Pelagian heresy. Some fifty years later there were born in 
Italy two men, Benedict and Cassiodorus, who both survived 
into the lifetime of Gregory the Great and who were both 
profoundly influential in shaping the world in which Bede 
lived. We know very little about the life of Benedict of Nursia 
(so called to distinguish him from his later namesakes Benedict 
Biscop and Benedict of Aniane) save that it was spent for the 
most part in central Italy between Nursia, his birthplace, some 
distance to the north of Rome, in Rome itself where his parents 
sent him for his education, and Monte Cassino some distance to 
the south. His lifetime coincided in part with the reigns of 
Theodoric the Ostrogoth in Italy (483-526) and Clovis the 
Frank in Gaul (481-511), but it was not until ¢. 520 that he 
founded his monastery at Monte Cassino after having lived for 
some years as a solitary hermit at Subiaco. 

The immense importance of the Benedictine Rule — the Rule 
par excellence of European monasticism in the Middle Ages — 
has perhaps led to some tendency to exaggerate both its 
influence and the rapidity with which it spread during the sixth 
and seventh centuries. This was an age when there were many 
different rules, an age when individual founders, such men as 
Columbanus at Luxeuil, Leander and his brother, Isidore, at 
Seville, and of course Benedict Biscop himself, composed their 
own rules for their own foundations. As we shall see, the 
Benedictine Rule was certainly known in England during 
Bede’s lifetime, though it was not the rule by which he lived at 
Jarrow, nor is there any evidence to show that it was the rule 
by which Augustine governed the monastery which he founded 
at Canterbury. 

Cassiodorus who was born ¢c. 485 into an aristocratic Roman 
family with estates in southern Italy, lived to within less than 
twenty years of the arrival of the Augustinian mission in Kent. 
During the earlier part of his life he rose through a succession of 
offices to the rank of praetorian prefect, and as a result of his 
close association with Theodoric and his Ostrogothic successors 
he developed a great admiration for the Goths which found 
expression in a history of their nation designed to reconcile the 
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Romans to being ruled by those whom they regarded as 
barbarians, and to show that the Goths were worthy to be 
ranked with the Greeks and the Romans. Unfortunately this 
work is known to us only through a résumé made by Jordanes. 
It had at one time been the intention of Cassiodorus, when 
Agapetus was pope, to establish a school of Christian studies in 
Rome itself, on the model of the school at Alexandria, but the 
plan came to nothing and towards the middle of his life — the 
date is uncertain but it was perhaps ¢. 540 or a little later — he 
withdrew from public office and retired to his family estates at 
Squillace in Calabria. Here he founded two monasteries of 
which one, known as Vivarium, from the fishponds which were 
among its delights, was designed partly as a theological school, 
partly as a great library and partly as a scriptorium where 
monks could be trained in the copying of manuscripts. Work of 
this kind was being done on a small scale elsewhere in Italy at 
this date,!5 and in Gaul at a considerably earlier date there were 
scribes among the monks of St Martin’s monastery at Mar- 
moutier near Troyes, but what gave particular distinction to 
the school at Vivarium was the insistence with which Cassiod- 
orus impressed upon his monks the importance of studying 
secular Greek and Latin literature as a preparation for the 
study of the Scriptures. 

At about the middle of the sixth century Cassiodorus wrote 
the Jnstituttones, a work which was intended to introduce the 
monks at Vivarium to their course of study and to guide them 
in their approach to a number of practical problems which 
would confront them in the scriptorium. The second of the two 
Books into which the work is divided was concerned with the 
seven liberal arts of secular studies, comprising grammar, 
rhetoric, dialectic, arithmetic, music, geometry and astronomy, 
and it is for the most part a mere compilation from other sources. 
The real interest of the work lies in the first Book, the Institutiones 
Divinarum Lectionum. Here Cassiodorus discussed such practical 
matters as punctuation and the emendation of corrupt texts. In 
punctuation there was a choice between the classical method 
used by the secular grammarians, comprising a variety of stops 
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not fundamentally different from the modern system, and the 
different system which had been advocated by Jerome and was 
known as writing per cola et commata. In this system, which we 
find in a number of Northumbrian manuscripts, notably the 
Lindisfarne Gospels and the Codex Amiatinus, the text was 
copied so that the lines, always rather short, were of varying 
length and corresponded as closely as possible with the phrasing 
of the words themselves, thereby facilitating the task of those 
who were not skilled as readers. Cassiodorus accepted the 
authority of Jerome on this point.?® 

A chapter?’ was devoted to advising scribes how to deal with 
the difficult problems presented by seemingly corrupt texts, 
particularly sacred texts. Minor errors, arising, for example, 
from confusion between such letters as 6 and z, o and u, or n and 
m, might be corrected, but where sacred texts contained usages 
at variance with contemporary accepted usage, the texts were 
not to be altered. The inflexion and character of nouns and 
verbs could not always be suited to human rules and there were 
times when the idioms of human speech should be overlooked 
in preference for the criterion of divine communication. A 
phrase known to have pleased God was not to be enfeebled by 
the influence of human desire. But when corrections did have to 
be made to manuscripts, the scribe was to make the corrections 
with such care as to deceive the reader into thinking them to be 
the work of the original scribe. In the eyes of Cassiodorus the 
work of the scribe was indeed deserving of the highest praise 
since every word of the Lord which he wrote was a wound 
inflicted upon Satan.?® 

Yet the larger part of the first Book of the Institutiones was 
devoted to discussion of more general matters affecting Biblical 
studies — an account of the way in which the various books of 
the Old and New Testaments were divided among the nine 
volumes of the monastic copy of the Bible, references to other 
divisions made by Jerome or Augustine or in the Septuagint, 
remarks about the best commentaries on the different books of 
the Bible, and so forth. Although there can be no doubt at all 
about the magnitude of the debt owed by posterity to the work 
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done by Cassiodorus and his scribes at Vivarium, work which 
included not only the copying of manuscripts, but also the 
translating of Greek works into Latin as well as Biblical exegesis, 
Book 1 of the Instztutzones does not itself seem to have enjoyed a 
wide circulation and in particular there is no certainty that 
Bede himself knew it. Yet we are not likely to be mistaken in 
supposing that the libraries at Wearmouth and Jarrow, through 
their possession of works which might not otherwise have 
survived, would be substantial, if indirect, beneficiaries of the 
work done at Vivarium. We can, however, go beyond the 
general to the particular, since we know that Bede himself not 
only made considerable use of some of the writings of Cassiod- 
orus — notably his Commentary on the Psalms, of which a manu- 
script made at Jarrow in the eighth century still survives — but 
also used a Bible which had once belonged to Cassiodorus 
himself. In the Jnstitutzones Cassiodorus described three Bibles 
which were in the library at Vivarium, one which consisted of 
nine separate volumes, a second which he described as a pandect 
(that is, a complete Bible) in smaller writing, and a third which 
he called ‘a larger codex written in clearer script’. This latter, 
commonly known as the Codex Grandior, was illustrated with 
pictures and diagrams to which Cassiodorus himself had 
contributed what he described as an accurate drawing of the 
Tabernacle and the Temple.!® Bede refers on two separate 
occasions in his commentaries to a drawing of the Temple which 
he himself had seen in a pandect which had belonged to 
Cassiodorus.?® We are certain that Bede never went to Italy 
and we cannot doubt that the pandect to which he was referring 
was the Codex Grandior which had once belonged to Cassiod- 
orus at Vivarium and which had subsequently reached North- 
umbria. After the death of Cassiodorus c. 580, aged about 95, 
we soon lose sight of Vivarium. A few years later, Gregory the 
Great received a deputation of its monks, but with the Lom- 
bards moving as far south as Calabria conditions were not 
favourable for continued study. The great library was later 
dispersed and no doubt its books were widely scattered, to the 
benefit of other libraries elsewhere. 
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Spanish Influences 


The last decade or so of the sixth century was a time of profound 
importance for western Christianity, but we should lose sight of 
much of the significance of these years if we were to look at them 
only in terms of Gregory the Great and Augustine’s mission to 
the English. At about the time when Cassiodorus died, Gregory, 
then one of the seven deacons of Rome, was sent as papal 
representative to the court at Byzantium and it was there that 
he met the Spaniard Leander. Gregory went back to Rome to 
become abbot of the monastery where Augustine was already 
then or soon afterwards a monk, and Leander returned to Spain 
to become bishop of Seville c. 584. Augustine reached England 
in 597 and three years later Leander was succeeded in the 
bishopric of Seville by his brother, Isidore, on the walls of 
whose library there might be seen the effigies of Gregory and 
Leander side by side.! That part of Spain to which Leander and 
Isidore belonged by adoption though not by birth, resembled 
Bede’s part of Northumbria in the sense that both were frontier 
areas lying between two different cultural worlds. The Spanish 
conquests of Justinian’s mercenaries which brought much of 
Baetica under Byzantine control stopped only a little short of 
Seville. Isidore’s Seville was well-placed for communicating 
across Visigothic Spain by land to Saragossa and thence into 
the former Gaulish Narbonensis (now likewise Visigothic) and 
the cities of the Rhéne valley. Yet Baetica also had both an 
Atlantic and a Mediterranean seaboard which enabled the 
Seville of Leander and Isidore to play what may well have been 
a role of vital importance as the link between the late classical 
antiquity of North Africa and Byzantium and the growth of 
learning in Irish and Anglo-Saxon monastic centres. Within the 
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more limited western sphere we know that Gregory the Great 
sent a copy of his Cura Pastoralis as well as part of his Moralta to 
Seville. Bede was of course familiar with both of these works and 
it was the belief of Alfred the Great who later had the Cura 
Pastoralts translated into English, that this work had first been 
brought to England by Augustine himself. We know that there 
were also in the Seville library some of the works of southern 
Gaulish writers, among them being Cassian and Eucherius, one 
time monk at Lérins and later bishop of Lyons. 

Although it is certain that there were both monks and nuns in 
Spain in the earlier part of the sixth century, it was the con- 
version of King Reccared to catholicism and the resultant 
unification of a hitherto divided church that gave fresh impetus 
to the development of Spanish monasticism. It is from Spain 
that we have some of our earliest information about an aspect 
of monasticism which became of great importance in both Gaul 
and England in the seventh century, namely the part played by 
women in monastic life. Among the important documents of 
sixth-century Spanish monasticism is the Rule which was 
composed by Leander, brother of Isidore, for their sister 
Florentine. In a long introductory passage Leander contrasts 
the behaviour which he commends to his sister with the 
behaviour of worldly women -— those who adorn themselves 
with splendid clothing, scent themselves with strange perfumes, 
change their eyes with paint, cover their faces with white 
powder, load their arms with gold bracelets, put rings on their 
fingers till their hands glitter like stars with their assortment of 
jewels, weigh down their ears with metal rings, hide their necks 
with a collar of pearls and other jewels, and wear a gold head 
dress. Leander comments: Certum, inquam, est hanc non esse castam, 
and he urges upon Florentine complete withdrawal from this 
world.? 

Florentine and her fellow nuns are to have nothing to do with 
married women nor with men, even though they are holy men, 
and if they must avoid the company even of holy men, how 
much the more care must they take to avoid even the sight of 
young men, lest the virgin be tempted to think during the night 
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of those upon whom her eyes have rested during the day. They 
were not to eat more than was needed to sustain life and they 
were never to talk singly with one another, but only in the 
company of two or three others. Reading and prayer were to be 
their chief occupations, their day being so divided that after 
they had prayed they were to read and when they had read they 
were to pray; but when they were reading in the Old Testament 
they were to remember that certain things were allowed in those 
days which were not allowed in these, nor were they to interpret 
the Song of Songs only according to what they heard with their 
ears. Other chapters of Leander’s Rule dealt with fasting, the 
use of wine, bathing, not to be indulged in for pleasure but only 
when required by ill health, the dangers of laughter, and so 
forth. Each nun must remain in the monastery which she had 
first entered and she must never seek to return to the world which 
she had abandoned.? ‘These communities of nuns are also ment- 
ioned by Isidore in his De Ecclesiasticis Officits which, together 
with his own Regula Monachorum, contains much of great interest 
about the Spanish monasticism of his age. There are, he writes, 
communities of women resembling those of monks in their way 
of life, but occupying their own dwellings built at some distance 
away from the monasteries of monks. No young men are 
allowed access to them, and even the oldest and most venerable 
of the monks may go only as far as the forecourt to provide them 
with necessities. These communities are governed by women, 
and they occupy themselves in weaving. They receive food from 
the monks in return for the clothing which they make for them.‘ 

Isidore distinguished between six different kinds of monks, 
three of them good and three of them bad. The three good 
kinds comprised the coenobites who lived in communities 
sharing all things in common and calling nothing their own, the 
hermits who lived in desert places far from men, and the 
anchorites who, after coming to perfection in the coenobitic life, 
enclosed themselves in small cells and lived solely in contem- 
plation of God. The three bad kinds were the pseudo-anchorites 
who left their monasteries not because they had achieved 
perfection in the communal life, but because they could no 
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longer bear the yoke of humility and submission, the Circum- 
celliones who wandered about dressed as monks, parading an air 
of bogus sanctity, and finally the Sarabaites who built them- 
selves small cells which they falsely called monasteries and in 
which they lived solely for their own gain, governed by no 
superior and obeying no rule. The reason why men came 
together in the monastic life was that they might abandon the 
delights of the world and live together ‘in prayer, reading, 
discussion, vigil and fasting’. They came to enrol in a holy 
army, and not merely those who were born free, but also former 
slaves who had been freed by their masters for this purpose, as 
well as common labourers from the fields.® 

In his Regula Monachorum which he had compiled from 
precepts found scattered among the writings of the fathers, 
Isidore envisaged a monastery as being built far from any town, 
entirely enclosed, with only one gate leading to the outside 
world and a postern leading to the garden. The cells of the 
brothers should be built close to the church so that they could 
get to the divine office the more quickly. There would be an 
infirmary at some distance from both the church and the cells, 
for the sake of greater quiet. The storehouse was to be next to 
the refectory and there was to be a small! garden enclosed within 
the monastery so that when monks were working there they 
would have no need to go outside. While stressing the overriding 
importance of the spiritual life and remarking on the need for 
all the monks to give of their labours wherever they might be 
needed, Isidore certainly envisaged that the monastery would 
also be a place for intellectual study. All the books were to be 
kept in the care of the Custos Sacrartt and each monk might 
borrow one from him at the beginning of the day, but it was 
always to be returned after vespers on the same day. No one who 
asked to keep his book longer was to be allowed to do so. After 
the evening meal or after vespers the brothers might question 
the abbot about passages in the work which they had been 
reading and might not have fully understood. Isidore evidently 
envisaged that a monastic library would contain secular or 
heretical works, and while he did not prohibit the reading of 
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such works, he warned the monks that they must be read with 
care, since it was better to be ignorant of their pernicious 
doctrines than to be led into the snares of error.® 

Despite the strictness with which Leander urged the complete 
segregation of monks and nuns from one another, there can be 
no doubt that at least in parts of Spain men and women were 
much more closely associated with one another in the monastic 
life than either he or Isidore had envisaged. Some double 
houses, containing both men and women, did exist.? The 
contemporary Life of Fructuosus and his own Regula Monastica 
Communis are of considerable interest not merely for what they 
have to tell about this aspect of Spanish monasticism in the 
seventh century, but also for the curiously close parallels which 
they reveal with certain features of Northumbrian monasticism 
during Bede’s lifetime. Fructuosus, born like Benedict Biscop 
into the aristocracy, seems to have been a younger contemporary 
of Isidore, but a man distinguished rather by his devotion to the 
contemplative than to the active religious life. He became 
Bishop of Dumio shortly after 653 and in 656 he was raised to 
the metropolitan see of Braga. The date of his death is not 
certainly known, but it was ¢. 660, so that he lived not only in 
the age of Leander and Isidore, but also survived into the age of 
Aidan, Cuthbert and Wilfrid, though not quite till the birth of 
Bede. 

We first meet Fructuosus in the mountain valleys of Bierzo 
where his father’s sheep were being counted, but after the death 
of his parents he received the tonsure, and in the years which 
followed he used his former wealth to endow a monastery at 
Compludo in Gallicia.6 The Life, which names eight other 
monasteries founded by him, also shows him anxiously seeking 
to escape from the fame which his sanctity had brought upon 
him by withdrawing to wild and remote places where he could 
live among rocks and caves, forests and mountains. On one 
occasion, dressed in a goatskin, he narrowly escaped death from 
a hunter who mistook him for his prey and at another time, 
living in places accessible only to mountain goats, he trained 
jackdaws to find his secret retreats and so reveal his whereabouts 
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to those who wished to find him.® There is much in this aspect 
of the life of Fructuosus which is reminiscent of Cuthbert’s 
attempts to escape the duties of public life in the remoteness of 
his hermitage on Farne. But he was not only the hermit. We 
know that he visited Seville and we find him travelling, on foot 
as was his custom, and the custom also of Aidan in Northumbria, 
from Lusitania to Baetica with a load of books carried on a 
horse which was being led by a boy some way in front. Horse 
and boy had the misfortune to fall into a flooded river and all 
the books were tipped out of their bags into the water. Needless 
to say, when Fructuosus caught up he was able to effect their 
recovery undamaged. From Seville he went by boat to Cadiz 
and there he founded a monastery which attracted very large 
numbers of monks. The author of the Life remarks that a 
countless army would have assembled there had there not been 
an outcry demanding some restriction on the numbers seeking 
to become monks lest there should be none left to go on military 
service.1° Some years after the death of Fructuosus the Spanish 
king issued a law requiring all men to serve the government at 
times of insurrection or invasion, and it may well be that this 
law was directed at monastic communities whose members were 
not liable for military service. The same problem arose in 
Northumbria in the eighth century when Bede, then near the 
end of his life, saw it as a major threat to the security of the 
kingdom. 

The L1fe of Fructuosus does not contain any evidence that he 
himself established any double houses for men and women, but 
we are told of the virgin Benedicta for whom he built a cell in the 
forest and whose example attracted so many others that a 
community numbering 80 nuns was soon assembled.'* Yet in 
the Regula Monastica Communis which belongs to the period 
when Fructuosus had become a bishop and seems to embody 
episcopal regulations relating to monasteries in general, there 
are a number of clauses which refer to both men and women. 
The sixth chapter, itself headed, ‘How men with wives and 
children are to live in a monastery without danger’, envisages a 
situation in which entire families might come to monasteries 
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seeking admission and be received by the abbot. The fifteenth 
chapter — ‘How monasteries of men and maidens are to guard 
themselves’ — forbids the brethren to live in the same monastic 
building with their sisters, to share a common place of prayer 
or to be under the same roof. The monks themselves are not to 
assemble or to eat together with the sisters whom they have in 
their care. If both monks and nuns should be working in the 
common field, the two groups are to keep separate from one 
another, each in their own part. 

There can be little doubt that, despite the strict segregation 
of men and women, these regulations refer to double houses, 
that is to say to religious foundations providing for both men 
and women, though, unlike the situation which we shall find in 
England where nuns and monks commonly lived under the 
government of an abbess, the Spanish double houses seem 
normally to have had an abbot ruling the monks and an abbess 
the nuns. Just as we shall see Bede echoing the fears expressed in 
the Vita Fructuost about the excessive growth of monasticism and 
the shortage of fighting men, so also we shall find him echoing 
the remarks of Fructuosus himself about the growth of spurious 
monasteries. Fructuosus would not have introduced this topic 
into the very first chapter of his own Regula Monastica Communis 
unless the growth of such monasteries had already become a 
matter of real gravity. It was the custom of some, he wrote, to 
turn their own homes together with their wives, children, 
servants and neighbours into what they falsely called monast- 
eries. ‘Where you find such as these, you are to believe that they 
are hypocrites and heretics, not monks.’ Such people were living 
entirely according to their own will and not in subjection to any 
authority. They did not give of their substance to the poor, but 
rather, as if they were poor themselves, they made haste to seize 
other people’s property and so with their wives and their child- 
ren to become much richer than they had been before. 

The Visigothic renaissance of the late sixth and the early 
seventh century was rooted partly in the great episcopal centres 
established in towns which still preserved much of the material 
civilisation of the antique world, and partly in the great 
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monasteries. It was furthered by the development of the court 
itself, at Toledo, into a centre of intellectual interests, particul- 
arly during the reign of Sisebut (612-621) a man of considerable 
talent who corresponded with laymen as well as with the clergy 
and who enjoyed writing Latin verse. It was at Sisebut’s request 
that Isidore wrote his De Natura Rerum and when Isidore sent 
him a copy of the completed work in 613 Sisebut himself 
composed a poem on astronomy which became an inseparable 
part of the first edition of the De Natura Rerum. About seventy or 
more years later, at the time of the Anglo-Saxon renaissance, 
we find the English scholar Aldhelm citing one of King Sisebut’s 
verses, though he thought it was Isidore’s, in a letter which he 
wrote to the Northumbrian king Aldfrith who, though English, 
was renowned among the Irish as a great poet and scholar.!® 
The parallel is striking. Yet the Visigothic renaissance produced 
no great works of theology or Biblical exegesis, and despite the 
presence of Greek-speaking and Jewish communities in certain 
parts of Spain, neither Greek nor Hebrew was studied. Spain’s 
function was to succeed Africa as the guardian of antique culture 
and subsequently to hand on to the west what had been left in 
her safekeeping.*4 
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Aspects of English Monasticism 


The monasticism of Italy, Spain and Gaul developed within the 
framework of a diocesan organisation which was itself based 
upon the still-surviving urban civilisation of the later Roman 
empire. In the far west and north of Britain there had never 
been any towns, and in those parts occupied by the English 
there were merely the remains of towns. It would be foolish to 
suppose that in the sixth and seventh centuries all the former 
towns of Roman Britain were falling into ruins and entirely 
without inhabitants. In a few cases— London, Canterbury, 
Rochester, York, Carlisle —- we know that this was not so, but 
it seems certain that in none of these towns did any literate 
civilisation, whether secular or ecclesiastical, survive beyond the 
Roman occupation. Whatever gossamer threads of continuity 
there may have been, in this respect at least the break was 
complete. Augustine came to England from a monastery in 
Rome and when he built his own monastery in Canterbury no 
doubt there would be many Roman buildings still standing 
there, in addition to the two churches mentioned by Bede. He 
would find in Canterbury at least the semblance of a Roman 
town and if it had suffered damage during the Anglo-Saxon 
invasions, so had many of the Italian towns during the Lombard 
invasions. So far as we know this was the only monastery built 
in England during the Augustinian mission. We hear nothing 
of similar monasteries at Rochester, London or York. 

The further development of monasticism among the English 
stemmed from the arrival of Aidan at Lindisfarne in 635 and the 
subsequent movement of Irish missionaries into different parts 
of the country. It is unusual to have exact information about the 
dates of foundation but Bede himself refers to several monast- 
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eries which seem to have been founded during the fifteen years 
635-50, including Melrose, Gateshead and Hartlepool in 
Northumbria, Burgh Castle and an unnamed site in East 
Anglia, Tilbury and Bradwell-on-Sea in Essex. No doubt if the 
records had been more detailed they would have mentioned 
several other sites, though it is likely that they would have been 
small communities. During the period from 635 till the birth of 
Bede c. 672, we can detect three influences which between them 
made the Anglo-Saxon church predominantly monastic in this 
age; the missionary zeal of the Irish monks, the influence of 
northern Gaulish monasteries upon the education of Anglo- 
Saxon women and the introduction of the Benedictine Rule by 
Wilfrid. 

The little that we know about the physical appearance of 
monasteries founded on the Irish pattern among the English is 
derived mainly from written sources, since the materials used in 
their construction were not substantial enough to have survived 
above ground and no site has yet been fully excavated. There 
was a fondness for remote places, but as we have already seen 
from Lérins and from the life of Fructuosus in Spain, this was not 
a peculiarity distinctive of Irish monasticism so much as the 
counterpart in material terms of spiritual withdrawal from the 
world. Antony had wrestled with demons in the Egyptian desert 
and Isaiah had prophesied that grass should be made to grow 
where once only dragons had lived. Bede quoted this passage 
from the prophet in describing the site at Lastingham in 
Yorkshire which was chosen by Cedd who had been trained in 
the Irish customs of Lindisfarne. ‘It lay’, wrote Bede, ‘among 
remote and craggy hills where there seemed rather to be lurking 
places for robbers and dens for wild beasts than dwelling places 
for men. In this desolate spot where there had been none but 
beasts, or men living in the fashion of beasts, the fruit of good 
works should be brought forth.’ It 1s as difficult to recognise the 
Lastingham of today by this description as it is to recognise the 
Lérins described in similar terms by Hilary. Yet no doubt Cedd 
wrestled with many terrors, both seen and unseen, while he 
observed his Lenten fast at Lastingham, eating nothing all day 
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(save on Sundays) until the evening when he took a little bread, 
one hen’s egg and a little milk diluted with water. He used to 
say that it was the custom of those from whom he had learnt the 
regular discipline that when a place had been newly received 
for building a monastery or a church, it must first be consecrated 
to the Lord by prayer and fasting. 

Three of the monasteries with which Cuthbert was associated 
at different times of his life - Melrose, Ripon and Lindisfarne — 
were all foundations on the Irish pattern, though we know very 
little about Ripon before the site was acquired by Wilfrid. 
Nowadays it is difficult to view either medieval Melrose or Old 
Melrose save through the romantic eyes of Walter Scott, but the 
monastery in which Cuthbert first lived as a monk lay on a site 
which was almost surrounded by the river Tweed and which 
was faced by lofty cliffs rising steeply from the river’s outer 
bank. This was the setting in which Dryhthelm, a man who was 
believed to have returned to life on the morning after his death, 
used to describe his vision of hell, and his description, as Bede 
records it, wants for nothing in its details of the icy cold, the 
flaming abyss, the insufferable stench and the hideous lament- 
ations of souls tormented by laughing demons. The monks of 
Old Melrose would not have gone short of salmon, but for 
Dryhthelm the river was not a place for fishing, but a place for 
the mortification of the flesh, and as he stood in the bitter waters 
in winter time with blocks of ice floating about him men would 
say to him: ‘It is wonderful, Brother Dryhthelm, that you can 
endure such bitter cold.’ He used to answer simply, for he was a 
man of simple nature and sober habit, ‘I have seen greater 
cold.”? 

We find this — to a modern age — rather distasteful asceticism 
being practised by Cuthbert when he went from Melrose to 
visit Coldingham, a double house of both men and women. A 
suspicious cleric of the monastery, following him one night, was 
put to shame by discovering him singing psalms and walking 
out into the tumultous waves of a stormy sea.* Among the 
turbulent waters, the rugged cliffs, the seals, the myriad 
cormorants, the gannets and the eider duck, it is still possible 
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for the visitor to contemplate almost unchanged the surround- 
ings in which Cuthbert moved from the coenobitic life of 
Lindisfarne to the life of the hermit on Farne. Hermits comprise 
the second in Isidore’s categories of monks, as also in the 
Benedictine Rule which was known at Lindisfarne in Cuth- 
bert’s lifetime and which describes hermits as those who, ‘after 
long probation in a monastery, having learnt in association with 
many brethren how to fight against the devil, go out well-armed 
from the ranks of the community to the solitary combat of the 
desert. They are now able to live without the help of others, and 
by their own strength and God’s assistance to fight against the 
temptations of mind and body.’4 Both Isidore and Bede would 
have agreed with the Benedictine Rule in regarding the 
contemplative life of the hermit as being superior to the active 
coenobitic life of the monk. It was on Farne, where scarcely any 
man had been able to live alone for any length of time, that 
Cuthbert built himself a small dwelling from which he could see 
nothing save the heavens above. 

The hermitage to which Cuthbert moved on Farne, and 
where he eventually died, was a few miles south of Aidan’s 
foundation at Lindisfarne which remains, as it was when Bede 
described it, a place which twice each day is turned into an 
island by the rising tide to be joined to the mainland again on 
the ebb. Bede noted that the church built there by Aidan’s 
successor, Finan, was made in the Irish fashion ‘not of stone, 
but hewn entirely of oak and thatched with reeds’, and he knew 
that subsequently the reed thatch was removed and the whole 
fabric of roof and walls encased with lead,° in striking contrast 
with the stone-built churches of Wearmouth and Jarrow. Yet 
the point which he seems to have thought would be of particular 
interest to his readers was the, to him unfamiliar, way in which 
the monastery at Lindisfarne was organised as a community. 
Describing Columba’s foundation on Iona itself, he remarked 
that the community there was always accustomed to have as its 
ruler an abbot to whom the whole province of the monastery 
and the bishops themselves were to be obedient, a system which 
he described as ordo inusitatus. Commenting on the organisation 
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of the monastery at Lindisfarne, he wrote: ‘And let no one be 
surprised that, though we have said above that in this island of 
Lindisfarne, small as it is, there is found the seat of a bishop, 
now we Say also that it is the home of an abbot and monks; for 
It actually is so. For one and the same dwelling-place of the 
servants of God holds both. Aidan, who was the first bishop of 
this place, was a monk and always lived according to monastic 
rule together with all his followers. Hence all the bishops of that 
place up to the present time exercise their episcopal functions 
in such a way that the abbot, whom they themselves have chosen 
by the advice of the brethren, rules the monastery; and all the 
priests, deacons, singers and readers, and the other ecclesiastical 
grades, together with the bishop himself, keep the monastic rule 
in all things.’® 

Coldingham, visited by Cuthbert from Melrose, was a house 
of nuns which was at that time governed by A’bbe whom Bede 
calls mater congregationis, and who is elsewhere described as ‘a 
widow and the mother of them all in Christ’, but there were also 
men in the community, including the cleric who spied upon 
Cuthbert, an Irish ascetic called Adamnan and an Englishman 
whom Bede calls ‘my fellow-priest’.? We know that Cuthbert 
visited at least two other abbesses and we find that the contem- 
porary sources, in contrast with the inventions of the Norman 
age, consistently show him as enjoying the friendliest of relations 
with women. Coldingham itself figures in Bede’s history chiefly 
as the subject of a cautionary tale — both men and women were 
found to be indulging in sinful ways, the cells built for praying 
and reading had been turned into places for feasting, drinking, 
talking and other delights, and the nuns, despising their vows, 
employed their leisure in weaving fine clothing which they used 
either to adorn themselves like brides or to win the friendship of 
men from outside. Divine wrath fell upon the house and it was 
destroyed by fire.* This description of the corruption of Colding- 
ham is significant chiefly for the contrast which it offers with 
almost everything else that we know about the part played by 
women in Anglo-Saxon monasticism in the seventh century, a 
contrast so strong as to give grounds for suspecting a measure of 
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exaggeration to explain an otherwise inexplicable fire. Another 
one-time member of the community at Coldingham was 
Audrey, who was the former wife of a Northumbrian king, the 
daughter of an East Anglian king and herself the foundress of 
the double house at Ely. 

The double house may be defined as a body of monks and 
nuns, not living in buildings physically separated from one 
another by a distance of several miles, but in buildings which 
themselves formed a single physical unit, even though the 
monks and the nuns lived each in their separate parts, and 
which also formed a single juridical unit in the sense that all the 
inhabitants of both sexes owed obedience to a single head. This 
institution seems to have been introduced into England from 
northern Gaul where, as in England, the arrival of Irish 
missionaries led to a rapid and widespread development of 
monasticism, though it is not to be supposed that the double 
house was particularly favoured by the Irish. This Irish 
monasticism was taking root in northern Gaul, notably at 
Luxeuil, founded by Columbanus, at about the same time as the 
Gregorian mission was embarking on the conversion of the 
English, but it is not until some years later, perhaps c. 625, that 
we hear of the foundation of the first nunnery, the house later 
known as Remiremont where monks from Luxeuil instructed 
the nuns in the Columban rule.® Towards the middle of the 
seventh century at a time when, as Bede writes, ‘few monast- 
eries had been founded in the country of the English, many 
persons were accustomed to go from Britain to the monasteries 
of the Franks or Gauls for the sake of the monastic life; and they 
also sent their daughters to be instructed there’.1° Although in 
the passage which follows Bede is specific only about those 
monasteries in Gaul to which the women went, his comment 
implies that the majority of those who went were men. Some of 
them would no doubt remain in Gaul and we know of at least 
one instance of an Englishman who later became abbot of a 
Gaulish monastery. 

Bede seems to have been well-informed about the nunneries 
of northern Gaul and he names three in particular as places 
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with which English women had close associations, Fare- 
moutiers-en-Brie, Chetles, and Andelys-sur-Seine. The first of 
these was founded as a nunnery by Eustasius, abbot of Luxeuil, 
with Burgundofara as its first abbess. Monks were sent to take 
charge of the building work and also to instruct the nuns in the 
Columban rule. Although seemingly founded as a nunnery, 
Faremoutiers became a double house containing both monks 
and nuns. It is possible that the close associations of the Kentish 
and East Anglian royal families with Faremoutiers owed 
something to the career of a remarkable Englishwoman, 
Balthild, who, after being sold into the household of a mayor of 
the palace, became the wife of Clovis II (639-57) and was not 
only a great benefactress of Faremoutiers, but was also herself 
the foundress of Chelles, near Paris, to which, after the death of 
Clovis, she retired, living there a life which won for her a 
saintly reputation.!? We know little about the early history of 
the third house named by Bede, Andelys-sur-Seine, save that it 
is said to have been founded by the wife of Clovis I. Bede records 
the names of three English women of royal birth who went to 
Faremoutiers ~ Eorcengota, daughter of a Kentish king who 
was remembered, by Bede as the first of all the kings of the 
English to order the destruction of the idols throughout his 
kingdom, and Sethryth and Athelberg, both of whom were of 
the East Anglian royal family and both of whom so distinguished 
themselves in the monastic hfe that they eventually became 
abbesses of Faremoutiers, despite their foreign origin. Hilda, 
who was also related to the East Anglian royal family and is 
renowned as the abbess of Whitby, had wanted to join the 
community at Chelles where her sister, Hereswith, the mother 
of an East Anglian king, had already gone, but she was dis- 
suaded from leaving England by Aidan. According to the Life 
of Bertila who was abbess of Chelles in the second half of the 
seventh century, both monks and nuns, as well as considerable 
quantities of books, were sent to England from Gaul at the 
request of English kings to assist in the foundation of English 
monasteries. !® 

The Kentish and East Anglian kings whose daughters were 
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associated with Faremoutiers, had both been ruling for some 
years by 650, and in default of more precise information we may 
suppose that the connexion with Faremoutiers had been 
established before the middle of the century. Bede would not 
necessarily have known about the earliest women’s monasteries 
in southern England, but he believed that the first woman in 
Northumbria to adopt the religious life was Heiu who received 
the nun’s habit from Aidan and founded a monastery at 
Hartlepool. Since Aidan died in 651 we may think it likely that 
Hartlepool was founded in the 640’s.14 Heiu moved later to a 
place which is commonly identified with the modern Tadcaster 
and she was succeeded at Hartlepool by Hilda. In addition to 
such northern double houses as Coldingham, Hartlepool and 
Whitby, we know that similar foundations came to be widely 
distributed over much of England — among them being Repton 
and Much Wenlock in the midlands, Partney, Ely, Barking 
and Minster-in-Thanet in the east, and Wimborne in the 
south-west. All of these houses were governed by abbesses 
and all of them had monks associated with them as well as 
nuns. 

The foundation at Wimborne is described as comprising two 
separate monasteries, one for men and the other for women, 
both being surrounded by high walls. No woman was ever 
allowed to enter the men’s monastery, nor any man the 
women’s save only for the priests who could go to the women’s 
church for the celebration of Mass. When the abbess had to 
concern herself with outside affairs affecting the monastery as a 
whole, she would come to a window to give her instructions. 
One of the abbesses, a sister of the king of Wessex, maintained 
such strict discipline that she would not allow even the bishop 
to enter the women’s house, and one of the nuns who became 
prioress ruled the younger nuns with such severity that after her 
death they desecrated her grave.4® At Barking only children 
were allowed to go into the women’s part of the monastery, but 
at Ely we are told that a man described as a medicus was 
present at Audrey’s deathbed. When her remains were trans- 
lated sixteen years after her death it was the monks who were 
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sent to search among the Roman ruins at Cambridge for a 
suitable stone coffin, and on a later occasion we find both 
monks and nuns attending a service together, though each kept 
to their own side.}® 

The monastery at Whitby was founded in 657 by Hilda and 
under her guidance as abbess it rapidly became the most 
important and influential centre of Christianity in the country. 
Her parents who were related to the Deiran royal family and 
who so far as we know were pagans, lived in exile in the British 
kingdom of Elmet while Edwin himself was in flight from the 
pagan king Athelfrith. Although herself removed from Edwin 
by two generations Hilda received baptism from Paulinus at the 
same time as Edwin himself. We do not know what became of 
her at the time of Edwin’s death, but we find her later in East 
Anglia seeking to cross to Gaul in order to join her sister who 
was a nun at Chelles. She was recalled to Northumbria by 
Aidan who gave her a small piece of land on the north bank of 
the river Wear where she remained for a year living a monastic 
life with a few companions. She moved from this place, whose 
exact locality is not known, to become abbess at Hartlepool in 
succession to Heiu and there she promptly began to organise 
everything according to the Rule in which she had been 
instructed by several learned men, Bishop Aidan among them. 
Save for the Benedictine Rule itself, no monastic rule survives 
from any English monastery, whether of monks or nuns, from 
the seventh or eighth centuries, but since Hilda was instructed 
in the monastic life by Irish men of learning, presumably the 
Rule which she learnt was the Rule of Columbanus, the Rule 
which was also observed at most of the women’s houses in 
northern Gaul. Yet we do not find in Hilda herself or in her 
monastery any trace of the more ascetic forms of Columban 
monastic doctrine. Although teaching the strict observance of 
justice, piety and chastity, she laid particular emphasis on the 
virtues of peace and charity. It was not for Hilda to look out- 
wards into the world through the peep-hole of a window. 
Religious men of learning were attracted to her by her wisdom, 
while not only humble men and women, but even kings and 
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officers of government would come to her in search of advice on 
the problems by which they were confronted. 

These qualities enabled Hilda to create what was so far as we 
know, the first monastic community among the English in 
which educational and intellectual activities came to form a 
major part of the spiritual life as a whole. From the first Hilda 
saw the importance of learning and she insisted that those under 
her care should devote much time to the study of the Scriptures, 
for it was in this way that some help could be given towards 
meeting one of the most urgent needs of the Anglo-Saxon 
church at about the middle of the seventh century — the lack of 
adequately trained bishops. No fewer than five men, all of them 
of English race, reached the rank of bishop after receiving 
education at Whitby. One of these five, Oftfor, after devoting 
himself to the study of the Scriptures both at Hartlepool and at 
Whitby, later took himself to Kent to work under the direction 
of archbishop Theodore who, though he disapproved of double 
houses of men and women,!? would have been able to teach him 
Greek. Not content with this, Oftfor went on to Rome before 
returning to England to undertake episcopal duties in the 
western midlands. In addition to the other four — Bosa at York, 
Etla at Dorchester, John at Hexham and Wilfrid II at York 
(not the more famous Wilfrid) — we know also of a sixth man 
from Whitby, Tatfrith, described by Bede as a most vigorous 
and learned man of excellent ability, who was elected bishop in 
the west midlands but who died before he could be conse- 
crated.1® 

If there was to be an educated priesthood and episcopate in 
the church of this age the Scriptures, wluminated by the 
commentaries of the Fathers, had to be studied in Latin, but 
there was a further problem, that of communicating the 
elements of the Christian faith to the ordinary people who 
would have been wholly unable to read even if there had been 
any books available. This could be done by preaching, helped 
by pictorial representation, whether on paintings in churches or 
on sculptured monuments in the open air, but it could also be 
done by exploiting the native fondness for poetry and song. The 
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story of Cadmon, gifted as a poet and singer, has long been 
familiar, so much so that we may lose sight of its real signifi- 
cance. Cedmon spent most of his life in the secular world, and 
the glimpse that we have of him escaping to the cow byres 
before his turn came to entertain the company gathered for an 
evening’s merriment, suggests that he may have worked on one 
of the Whitby estates. The gift of song came to him late in life 
and it was the composition of a hymn in praise of creation that 
led his overseer on the estate to take him to Hilda. There he was 
examined by a number of learned men who gave him a passage 
from Scripture and sent him away to see if he could put it into 
verse. His task completed, he was persuaded to enter the monast- 
ery as a monk and he was then set to a course of study in sacred 
history. He evidently did not learn to read himself, but strove 
to remember as much as he could by listening attentively to his 
teachers. He would then turn all that he remembered into 
vernacular verse. Hilda herself and those of the monks in her 
monastery who were primarily concerned with its educational 
activities, would have seen at once the importance of Cedmon’s 
gift as a medium for communicating the elements of the 
Christian faith to an illiterate and no doubt still largely pagan 
population. The history of Genesis and of the Exodus of Israel 
from Egypt, the stories of the Incarnation, the Passion, the 
Resurrection, the Ascension — these and other topics drawn from 
Scripture, as well as themes relating to the Day of Judgement 
(on which Bede himself composed a Latin poem) the pains of 
Hell and the joys of Heaven — became the subject matter of 
what must have been a very considerable body of vernacular 
religious poetry whose dissemination is likely to have been a 
major factor in furthering the spread of Christianity in North- 
umbria and beyond.!® 

Hilda died in 680, seven years after the foundation of Wear- 
mouth and the year before the foundation of Jarrow. Bede, then 
aged about 9, had been in the care of Benedict Biscop for some 
two years. After Hilda’s death Whitby was governed by 
Eanfled who, like Hilda, had been baptised by Paulinus, and 
was indeed the first of all the Northumbrian race to receive 
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baptism. For some years she ruled the monastery in conjunction 
with her daughter, Aelffled, who died in 713 or 714 and was 
commemorated by a mural inscription of which a part still 
survives.2° Through the baptism of both Hilda and Eanfled by 
Paulinus and the spending of Eanfled’s girlhood in Kent, 
Whitby enjoyed a close link with the Gregorian mission itself, 
a link which was strengthened by the survival in Yorkshire of 
one of the companions of Paulinus for many years after the 
death of Paulinus himself — James the Deacon, who was present 
at the synod of Whitby. We have already considered the 
significance of this link for the historicity of the traditions which 
Bede records about the beginnings of Christianity in North- 
umbria, and doubtless this same link may be held to account for 
the great interest taken at Whitby in Gregory the Great himself. 

It was a monk of Whitby who wrote a work which is not only 
the oldest biography of this pope, but which is among the 
oldest surviving pieces of literature written by an Englishman in 
an English monastery. The writer of the Life, which was 
probably completed between 704 and 714 was able to use the 
Liber Pontificalis, in its second recension, and most of the major 
works of Gregory the Great. We may presume that these works 
were in the Whitby library which must also have been well- 
stocked with other books relating in particular to Biblical 
study. We have not so far been able to identify any single 
manuscript as coming from Whitby, nor have we any means of 
learning how wide was the range of other books available for 
the use of those who studied there or at Hartlepool which 
remained under Hilda’s control after her move to Whitby. Of 
the vernacular poems attributed to Cedmon none survives 
save the brief Hymn in praise of creation, and not even that ina 
Whitby copy. On the other hand abundant, if tantalising, 
evidence of literary activity has been recovered from the 
ground: a number of now badly mutilated and often illegible 
inscriptions on stone monuments, some of them parts of free- 
standing crosses, some of them mural tablets, some in Latin, 
some in the runic alphabet; a considerable number of elab- 
orately decorated metal tags which were evidently intended to 
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be attached to some delicate fabric, such as a ribbon of silk, and 
which seem likely to have served as book-markers; several styli 
used for writing on wax tablets; and also some fragments of 
ornamental metal-work used for the external adornment of 
liturgical books.?4 

Hilda’s monastery is believed to have been destroyed during 
the Danish invasions of the ninth century, if it had not already 
decayed before, and the site remained unoccupied until the late 
eleventh century. To the north of the existing abbey, in an area 
extensively used as a burial ground in the Middle Ages, there 
have been found some remains of an enclosing wall, as well as 
the foundations of several small buildings, some of which may 
represent the domestic quarters of the nuns, but no remains of 
any larger buildings or of any church have been recovered. 
There can be little doubt that we should visualise Hilda’s 
Whitby, the burial-place of several members of the North- 
umbrian royal family, as a community of considerable size 
whose members, perhaps to be reckoned by the hundred, led 
a rich spiritual and intellectual life devoted in large part to 
furthering the spread of Christianity. Though it was perhaps 
more a place of education than of profound scholarship, 
Hilda’s Whitby deserves to be remembered not merely as the 
meeting-place of a famous synod which rejected Celtic in favour 
of Roman liturgical practices, but also as a link in the chain 
which joins the Vivarium of Cassiodorus, the Rome of Gregory 
the Great and the Seville of Isidore to Bede’s Jarrow. 

The life of Wilfrid, known to us in considerable detail from 
his biographer Eddius, reflects much of the confused state of 
Christianity among the English in the seventh century. Of 
noble birth, and said to have been ill-used by a cruel step- 
mother, he had his first sight of monastic life when he went as a 
boy to Lindisfarne. In later years we find him, at different 
times, crossing Gaul, staying in Lyons, visiting Rome and more 
than once, back in England at York, Ripon or Hexham, 
preaching to heathens in Sussex or Frisia, quarrelling with 
kings and bishops, imprisoned in Northumbria, again in Rome 
seeking papal support for his claims, founding monasteries in 
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the midlands and finally in his old age reconciled to those with 
whom he had earlier quarrelled so bitterly. No one can read the 
Life written by Eddius without seeing in Wilfrid a vigorous and 
forceful personality likely to arouse extremes of affection and 
hatred. Nonetheless, despite his restless travels and his violent 
quarrels, Wilfrid left a distinctive mark on the character of the 
English church in the seventh century. He was not a humble 
man, nor, so far as we can see, was he a man greatly interested 
in learning, and perhaps he would have been more at home as 
a member of the Gallo-Roman episcopate where the wealth 
which gave him enemies in England would have passed un- 
noticed and where his interference in matters of state would 
have been less likely to take him to prison. 

As a boy at Lindisfarne Wilfrid would see the modest wooden 
church with its thatched roof, but when the time came for him 
to build his own churches we find him striving to introduce 
something of the dignity and grandeur of the Roman buildings 
he had seen in Gaul and Italy. When he went to York he found 
that the church built in the days of Paulinus was sadly decayed, 
with the roof leaking, no glass in the windows and the walls 
fouled by the birds nesting within. Not only did he put on a new 
leaded roof, glaze the windows and whitewash the walls, but he 
also equipped the church with new vessels for the service of the 
altar and gave it fresh endowments of land.?? At Ripon, on the 
site formerly occupied by the Irish monks, he built a new stone 
church with columns and side aisles, vesting the altar with 
purple interwoven with gold. The dedication of the new church, 
a splendid ceremony attended by kings and other leading men, 
was followed by three days of feasting, and among the treasures 
to be seen was a copy of the four Gospels written in letters of 
gold on purple-dyed parchment, and with a gold case set with 
precious gems to contain it-—‘a marvel of beauty hitherto 
unheard of in our times.’?* Wilfrid’s crypts still survive at both 
Ripon and Hexham, and at the latter enough 1s known about 
the ground-plan to enable us to visualise a basilican church of 
considerable dignity built mostly of stone taken from nearby 
Roman sites.24 Wilfrid undoubtedly introduced a greater 
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element of splendour and dignity into the churches of seventh- 
century England, yet it was perhaps a greater distinction that it 
could be claimed on his behalf that he had been the first to 
organise the life of his monastic foundations according to the 
Benedictine Rule. Although Eddius was not above distorting 
history in favour of his hero, there does not seem to be any 
ground for doubting his testimony on this point. Moreover, 
Bede himself seems to lend some support to the claims made by 
Eddius when he describes Wilfrid as being the first bishop 
among the English race who learnt ‘to deliver to the churches 
of the English the catholic manner of life’.*® 
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15 
Benedict Biscop’s Early Years 


The founder of Wearmouth, and subsequently of Jarrow, was an 
English nobleman of Northumbrian birth who, while in the 
service of King Osuiu, had been endowed with an estate 
appropriate to his rank as a king’s thegn, but nothing more 
precise is known either of the place of his birth or of the location 
of his estate. Although the date of his birth has not been 
recorded in any early source, and although we do not know how 
old he was when he died on 12 January 689, we can neverthe- 
less calculate that he was born within a year or so of Edwin’s 
baptism by Paulinus in 627 and we may even conjecture that 
some unrecorded circumstances attending his birth at this 
particular time might account for his unusual name. He has 
come to be known generally as Benedict Biscop, but Eddius 
knew him as Biscop Baducing, and it is apparent from Bede who 
refers to Benedictus as his cognomen, that this name was adopted 
by him after his abandonment of secular life. Baducing may be 
taken as a patronymic, but Biscop, though susceptible to other 
explanations, can most naturally be associated with OE biscop 
from the Latin epzscopus. The name, though certainly strange, is 
not unique, since it is found as that of a presbyter in the Lindis- 
farne Liber Vitae and also in the genealogy of the kings of Lind- 
sey. 

During his service at Osuiu’s court Benedict Biscop would learn 
something of the Scottish Christian practices then favoured 
by Osuiu, as well as something of the Roman observances 
followed by Eanfled his queen, who, though born in North- 
umbria, had been nurtured in Kent after her father’s death in 
battle. For more than two generations past the pferegrinatio pro 
amore Det had been a familiar activity of Irish Christianity? and 
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it may have been some Scottish or Irish example which prompted 
Benedict at about the age of 25 to sever all his connections with 
the temporalities of this world and embark on a pilgrimage to 
the resting-places of the saints in Rome.® The hundred-fold 
reward promised to those who, like Benedict, abandoned home, 
kinsmen and country for Christ’s sake was the recurrent theme 
of the homily which Bede composed for Benedict’s day many 
years later, at a time when his early labours had borne rich 
fruit at Jarrow as well as at Wearmouth. Bede wrote little about 
this, Benedict’s first, journey though he may have known more 
than he chose to record. When Benedict reached Kent he found 
that Wilfrid who was likewise anxious to visit Rome, had been 
waiting there for the past year for a guide to go as a companion. 
Eddius claimed that hitherto no Englishman had ever made the 
journey to Rome.* 

Benedict and Wilfrid were in Kent when Honorius was 
archbishop, and Honorlus died on 30 September 653. Wilfrid 
had left Lindisfarne a few years after 648 and had been in Kent 
for a year. On this evidence we can date the journey to ¢. 652-3,5 
with Benedict then aged about 25 and Wilfrid about 18. The 
two, no doubt with many attendants, such as would at least 
ensure the safety of two noblemen, travelled in company as far 
as Lyons, but there they parted. Eddius would have his readers 
believe that they quarrelled as Barnabas and Paul quarrelled 
over John Mark,® and the terms of his reference to Benedict as 
a stern guide make plain his desire to absolve Wilfrid from any 
blame. Bede does not tell of any quarrel, even though he is 
likely to have known about it, but he records only that Wilfrid 
was kept back in Lyons by Dalfinus, while Benedict completed 
his journey by sea. Both Bede and Eddius mistakenly represent 
Dalfinus as bishop, instead of count, of the city of Lyons, but 
both tell how Dalfinus sought to secure Wilfrid as husband for 
his niece. Perhaps the resolution of Wilfrid was tested amid the 
unfamiliar luxury of a Roman city, and it may be that the 
disagreement between the older and the younger of the two 
companions had a more romantic ground than Eddius could 
well afford to admit. Benedict would continue his journey 
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southwards down the Rhone valley either by the Roman road 
or else by boat down the Rhone itself past Vienne and Valence 
to Arles. Since we know that he completed his journey by sea we 
may infer that he took ship either from Arles itself or from 
Marseilles direct to the port for Rome at the mouth of the 
Tiber. 

During the next fifteen years Benedict paid no fewer than 
five more visits to Rome, but although we can follow the course 
of his travels in broad outline, chronological detail escapes us. 
Nonetheless, it is abundantly clear that from the first Wear- 
mouth and Jarrow enjoyed closer relations with Rome than had 
been experienced by any community in the English church 
since the days of Augustine himself in his monastery at Canter- 
bury. 

We do not know how long Benedict stayed in Rome on his 
first visit nor do we know anything of his whereabouts on his 
return to England. His second visit to Rome was to have been 
made in the company of King Osuiu’s son, Alchfrith, who be- 
came a close friend and supporter of Wilfrid, as well as a leading 
protagonist in the cause of the Roman church in England, but 
when QOsuiu intervened and ordered Alchfrith to remain at 
home, Benedict went back to Rome on his own. This second 
visit, which lasted for some months, occurred after the election 
of Vitalian to the papacy in 657, and was followed by an 
experience which is likely to have had a deep influence not only 
upon Benedict himself, but also upon the later spiritual and 
intellectual development of English monasticism in Kent as 
well as in Northumbria. This was his visit to Lérins. It was at 
Lérins that Benedict received the tonsure and took his monastic 
vows, and it was here, in surroundings so different from the 
bleak north-east coast of his native land, that he lived as a 
monk for the next two years, learning and practising the 
regular observance of monastic discipline.’ 

Whether it was that Benedict was a restless wanderer by 
nature or that the enchantment of Rome proved too strong for 
him, after two years at Lérins he seized the opportunity offered 
by a passing ship to visit the city for the third time, apparently 
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with the intention of passing the remainder of his life there. His 
visit to Rome chanced to coincide with the arrival of the em- 
bassy from Kent whose purpose was to secure the consecration 
of Wigheard to the archbishopric of Canterbury. We have 
already seen (above p. 118) that Wigheard and almost all of 
his companions died in Rome and that on 26 March 668 Pope 
Vitalian consecrated Theodore to the vacant archbishopric. 
Although we do not know how long Benedict had been in Rome 
when the English embassy arrived, the menses aliquot of his 
second visit, the bzenntum spent at Lérins and the third visit to 
Rome probably fell in the years 664-8.° If these dates are cor- 
rect, when Benedict eventually returned to England on the 
pope’s instructions as travelling-companion to Theodore and 
Hadrian, he had been out of the country for at least five years 
and possibly longer. The point is significant since Benedict 
would not then have been in any way concerned with the synod 
of Whitby at which Wilfrid, his companion to Lyons on the first 
journey, played such an important part. 

The travellers left Rome on 27 May 668 and although both 
Hadrian and Benedict Biscop had some familiarity with the 
route, the journey to Canterbury took twelve months and was 
not without some misadventures. Theodore himself was then 
aged 66 and found his strength taxed by the difficulties of travel. 
The first part of the journey was made by sea to Marseilles, and 
thence to Arles where the travellers were detained by the 
archbishop to await the leave of Ebroin, mayor of the palace, to 
continue their journey. Perhaps they had hoped to reach 
England by the autumn, but the enforced delay at Arles 
resulted in their being overtaken by a hard winter in northern 
France and they were driven to find refuge where they could. 
Theodore would have been able to put the winter months to 
good advantage since his host was Agilbert, Bishop of Paris, that 
same Agilbert who had formerly served as bishop among the 
West Saxons and who, some four years before Theodore’s 
arrival, had assisted in the consecration of Wilfrid as bishop in a 
ceremony at Compiégne. Hadrian stayed first at Sens and later 
at Meaux, but, a little strangely, nothing is recorded of the 
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whereabouts of Benedict during these winter months or indeed 
at any stage of the journey. Meanwhile an officer of government 
was sent by King Egbert of Kent to meet the travellers and, with 
Ebroin’s leave, he escorted Theodore to the coast at Etaples, 
but Theodore, weakened by illness, had to remain there for some 
time before he was strong enough to complete the journey. 
Hadrian was at first detained on suspicion of complicity in some 
political plot, but he was later set free and travelled on to 
Canterbury. 

This account of Theodore’s journey, which 1s derived from 
Bede’s History,® presumably rests on Canterbury sources, but if 
we compare it, particularly as it concerns the fortunes of 
Benedict Biscop, with the account of the same journey given by 
Bede in the Historia Abbatum, we are left with the impression of 
some slight conflict between the Canterbury tradition and the 
Jarrow tradition which would rest ultimately on the personal 
recollections of Benedict Biscop himself. In the History Bede says 
nothing about the presence of Benedict Biscop in Rome when 
Wigheard arrived or about his returning to England on the 
orders of the pope as guide to Theodore. Whether or not he 
omitted these details because he thought them of insufficient 
importance for inclusion in a general work, he does make the 
point with some force that Hadrian insisted on accompanying 
Theodore partly because he had himself twice previously 
visited Gaul and was therefore the more familiar with the route. 
Bede does not say how long Hadrian was detained in northern 
Gaul after Theodore had gone ahead to England, but he does 
state that immediately on Hadrian’s arrival (statem ut ad illum 
ventt) ‘Theodore gave him the monastery of St Peter, identifiable 
beyond any doubt with the monastery now known as St 
Augustine’s by Bede’s reference to it as the place where the 
archbishops of Canterbury were customarily buried. When we 
look at the Historia Abbatum we find Bede saying that Benedict 
returned to England as guide to Theodore, saying nothing 
about any delay in the arrival of Hadrian and stating un- 
ambiguously that Benedict took charge of the monastery later 
ruled by Hadrian and that Benedict continued to rule it for two 
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years. Medieval Canterbury tradition, represented by Thomas 
of Elmham, asserted that Benedict Biscop was never abbot of 
St Augustine’s, but it seems doubtful if such a conclusion can 
fairly be drawn from Bede’s evidence. The conflict could be 
reconciled either by supposing that Hadrian was delayed in 
France for as long as two years, which seems unlikely, or that 
Benedict himself, perhaps offended at having to give place at 
Canterbury to Hadrian, slightly exaggerated his own claims. 
It was not long before Benedict Biscop left Canterbury for 
his fourth visit to Rome, and, if we follow the Historia Abbatum, 
we can place this journey in the years 671-2. Benedict’s previous 
journies had been undertaken primarily to improve his own 
knowledge of the Christian faith and of the organisation of the 
church in southern lands at a time when Christianity among the 
English greatly needed the help and inspiration of the older 
churches,!® but on this occasion, perhaps already resolved by 
his experiences at Lérins to found a new monastery, he seems to 
have gone primarily for books. Not only did he acquire a large 
number of books in Italy itself, either by purchase or by the gift 
of friends, but he also, as he travelled down the Rhine valley, 
commissioned other friends to make purchases for him and 
these he collected at Vienne on his way back to England. He 
was now aged about 45 and on reaching England again, it was 
not his intention either to go back to Canterbury — and one 
wonders if this was because his relations with Hadrian had been 
strained —or to return to Northumbria, but to go rather to 
Wessex where he may have expected to receive land for a 
monastery from the king, Cenwalh, by whom he had been 
befriended on earlier occasions.41 And again we may wonder if 
his attention had been directed towards Wessex by Agilbert, 
the bishop of Paris, but his purpose was defeated by Cenwalh’s 
death at this time. In the previous year Osuiu, king of North- 
umbria, at whose court Benedict had served as a young man, 
but who had later forbidden Alchfrith to accompany Benedict 
to Rome, had died and been succeeded by Ecgfrith in February 
671. Perhaps it was news of this change which prompted 
Benedict to go back to his native Northumbria which, so far as 
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we know, he had not visited for some twenty years. Wilfrid, from 
whom he had parted company at Lyons c. 653, was now back in 
Northumbria, with episcopal orders, and busily engaged on the 
repair of the church at York as well as the building of his two 
new churches at Ripon and Hexham. He had weathered the 
storm caused by Theodore’s determination to increase the 
number of Northumbrian bishoprics and was enjoying one of the 
few periods of peace in his stormy life. 

The outcome of Benedict’s visit to King Ecgfrith, to whom he 
recounted his experiences since leaving Northumbria and to 
whom he showed the books and relics brought back from his 
most recent journey, was a gift of land for the endowment of a 
monastery on the north bank of the river Wear not far from its 
mouth. The gift, of 70 households according to one source, and 
of 50 households, but later increased, according to another,!* 
had previously been part of the king’s estates, not land which 
had previously been taken away from others, as Bede was at 
pains to emphasise, no doubt with an eye on the different 
practices of later times.1® Some of the endowments of Wilfrid’s 
new church at Ripon which was dedicated at about this same 
time, were given ‘with the agreement and over the signatures of 
the bishops and all the chief men’,!* and it may well be that 
Benedict, accustomed to the ways of Gaul and Italy, secured 
some written confirmation of the gift, but unfortunately there 
are no surviving documents relating to any of the estates of 
either Wearmouth or Jarrow at any time before the Norman 
Conquest. We may presume that the monastery at Wearmouth 
was built on the land given by King Ecgfrith and that the estate 
lay along the north bank of the river, but we cannot equate 
the amount of land given — terra septuaginta familiarum — with 
modern acres. 

Benedict Biscop, now mature in years, rich in experience 
gained by his travels and devoted to the monastic ideals which 
he had learnt at Lérins, turned with vigour to his new venture, 
despite ill-health. He began by securing the help of a fellow- 
Northumbrian nobleman, Ceolfrith, who like Benedict himself, 
had abandoned secular life and become a monk in early 
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manhood. Born c. 642 Ceolfrith was to die on his way to Rome 
in his 75th year after being abbot of Bede’s monastery for 35 
years and it was he, perhaps even more than Benedict Biscop 
himself, who became the dommant influence in Bede’s life. He 
went first to a monastery at Gilling, in the North Riding of 
Yorkshire, whose second abbot was his own brother, Cynefrith. 
The house had been founded by King Osuiu in expiation of a 
crime, and its first abbot, Trumhere, though of English birth, 
received his education and his ecclesiastical orders from the Irish, 
later becoming bishop among the Mercians. When Ceolfrith 
reached Gilling c. 660 his brother had already left, going like 
many other Englishmen at this time to continue his studies in 
Ireland, and the monastery was being governed by Tunberht 
who later became bishop of Hexham. Perhaps because of the 
circumstances of its foundation Gilling seems not to have pros- 
pered and it has left no mark in later history. Ceolfrith’s arrival 
was foliowed soon afterwards by the great outbreak of plague 
and the monastery seems then to have been abandoned. The 
abbot, with Ceolfrith and many of the monks, went at Wilfrid’s 
invitation to Ripon. 

Wilfrid had acquired Ripon after the group of monks, 
including Eata and Cuthbert of Melrose, to whom it had 
originally been given, had left, choosing to continue in the 
Scottish ways learnt at Melrose rather than conform to Roman 
ways as a condition of remaining at Ripon. The chronology of 
these events is uncertain, though it is clear beyond doubt that 
the dispute which led to Eata’s withdrawal occurred some years 
before the synod of Whitby, and it is probable that Wilfrid got 
possession of Ripon c¢. 660, with Ceolfrith and his fellow monks 
moving from Gilling to Ripon three or four years later. During 
the next ten years or so while Ceolfrith was a monk at Ripon he 
would be closely concerned with the physical transformation of 
the monastery from the primitive aspect which it is likely to 
have had during Eata’s days to the more enduring and grand- 
iose form which Wilfrid imposed upon it. He would witness the 
early stages in the building, and possibly the completion, of the 
new stone church. It is likely that he would see the rich vest- 
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ments acquired for the altar, as well as the copy of the Gospels 
written in letters of gold. He would learn about the use of 
choirs from the teaching of Audde and A‘ona, the two Kentish 
singing-masters brought to Ripon by Wilfrid, and it is possible 
that he may also have acquired some knowledge of the Rule of 
St Benedict. 

Ceolfrith was ordained priest at Ripon by Wilfrid when he was 
aged about 27, and soon afterwards he travelled southwards to 
gain wider knowledge of the practices of monastic life. He went 
first to Kent where he is likely to have met Theodore and 
Benedict Biscop lately arrived from Rome. Indeed if Benedict 
remained at St Augustine’s monastery in Canterbury for the 
years 669-71, it is certain that he and Ceolfrith would meet 
there, and it is a fair conjecture that from such a meeting may 
have arisen Benedict’s subsequent request for Ceolfrith’s help in 
the foundation of Wearmouth. From Kent Ceolfrith went to 
East Anglia to visit Botulph, abbot of the monastery at Iken, 
overlooking the estuary of the Alde some three or four miles 
inland from the coast, within a few miles of Rendlesham, an 
estate of the East Anglian kings at this date, and within a few 
miles also of the royal mausoleum at Sutton Hoo where the ship 
with its renowned treasure had not been long buried. Nothing 
further is known of Botulph from early sources, save that he 
enjoyed a widespread reputation for learning and for the quality 
of his spiritual life.?® 

From East Anglia Ceolfrith returned to Ripon. Although he 
had not had the wider experience won by Benedict and Wilfrid 
from their Gaulish and Italian travels, his biographer could 
later claim, perhaps with no more than pardonable exagger- 
ation, that at that time no man could be found of greater 
learning in the ecclesiastical or monastic rule. How it was that 
Benedict succeeded in persuading Ceolfrith to leave Ripon we 
do not know, though we may guess that the ways of Wilfrid 
seemed unattractive to a man who, despite his priestly orders, 
his learning and his noble birth, yet enjoyed holding the office 
of monastic baker, sifting the flour, cleaning the oven and 
baking the bread. For all Wilfrid’s achievements, and they were 
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considerable, he seems not to have been interested in scholar- 
ship. Save for Hexham, and that thanks to the work of Acca, 
none of Wilfrid’s foundations became centres of scholarship, and 
it may have been this factor that attracted Ceolfrith to join himself 
with Benedict Biscop whose scholarly interests were already 
apparent. From Benedict’s point of view the help of Ceolfrith 
was doubly valuable in that not only was he instructed in 
monastic discipline, but was also in priest’s orders and so could 
perform the service of the altar. 
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The Foundation of Wearmouth 


The oldest source of evidence for the beginnings of the monast- 
ery at Wearmouth 1s the anonymous L7zfe of Ceolfrith, and the 
information given states: “They began to build a monastery 
near the mouth of the river Wear in the 674th year of the 
Incarnation of the Lord, it being the 2nd Indiction and also the 
4th year of the reign of King Ecgfrith.’! This statement was 
repeated verbatim by Bede in his own History of the Abbots. 
There are, however, a number of passages in both of these 
works which show that the year 673 was commonly used as a 
base from which subsequent events in the history of the monast- 
ery were calculated. This is particularly the case with the 
abbatial years of Benedict Biscop and Ceolfrith. The evidence 
relating to these two dates, 673 and 674, is in each case good. It 
all emanates from Wearmouth or Jarrow and from an age when 
there were still living men who had been born before Wear- 
mouth’s foundation. Since it seems unlikely that Wearmouth 
historians would have given currency to conflicting dates about 
the origin of their house, we may conclude that both dates are 
correct, but that they refer to different events. The Life of 
Ceolfrith is quite free from any ambiguity in its record of what 
happened in 674 — ceperunt autem aedificare monasterium. It was the 
actual erection of the buildings that began in that year. The 
formal foundation of the monastery from which abbatial years 
were reckoned took place in 673.? 

Nothing has been recorded about the size of the earliest 
community at Wearmouth, but if Jarrow is any guide there may 
perhaps have been a dozen tonsured monks, some at least of 
whom were, like Benedict and Ceolfrith, of noble birth. The 
first monastic buildings, necessarily comprising quarters for 
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living, sleeping, eating and cooking, are likely to have been of 
timber, the customary building material among the Anglo- 
Saxons at this age, but Benedict was determined that from the 
first the church should be after the fashion of buildings such as 
he had seen on his travels in Gaul and Italy. The church at 
Wearmouth, Bede wrote, was to be a stone building con- 
structed zuxta Romanorum ...morem, a phrase which should be 
interpreted as referring to the materials used rather than to the 
style of the building itself. Elsewhere Bede refers to the desire of 
Nechtan, king of the Picts, to build a church ixta morem 
Romanorum ... de lapide, to the church at Whithorn which was 
called Candida Casa because it was built of stone which was not 
usual among the Britons — insolito Brettonibus more — and to the 
church at Lindisfarne which was not built of stone but of hewn 
oak with a thatched roof more Scottorum.? Although supplies of 
building stone would be available on a number of abandoned 
Roman sites at no great distance, local skills were inadequate 
for the kind of church Benedict wished to have and he therefore 
crossed the sea to Gaul to secure from a friend, Abbot Torhthelm, 
both master-builders (architecti) and stone-masons (cementarii). 
We do not know the whereabouts of Torhthelm’s monastery, but 
it is a matter of some note that a man with an English name 
should have been abbot of a monastery in Gaul at this date. 
While Benedict was away in Gaul difficulties arose at Wear- 
mouth. Ceolfrith, confronted with the jealousies and bitter 
persecutions of some of the high-born members of the com- 
munity who would not submit to monastic discipline, found his 
responsibilities greater than he could carry and he decided to 
return to the more peaceful life at Ripon. Bede says nothing of 
these troubles of which we learn only from the Life of Ceolfrith, 
but both sources in telling of the death of Benedict some fifteen 
years later hint at one possible cause. In his address from his 
deathbed Benedict spoke of a brother from whom he had long 
been estranged, one who, though his brother in the flesh, 
‘walks not in the way of truth’, and rather than have this 
brother succeed him in the office of abbot he would prefer the 
whole monastery to be reduced to a waste place. Ceolfrith’s 
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position may well have been made difficult in Benedict’s 
absence, especially if there were others seeking to make profit 
for themselves out of the king’s benefaction. On his return 
from Gaul Benedict went to Ripon and was able to persuade 
Ceolfrith to go back to Wearmouth with him. 

According to the Life of Ceolfnth Benedict went to Gaul in the 
year after the foundation of the monastery — secundo fundati 
monasterit anno. Bede, with slight variation, states that he went 
when an interval of not more than one year had elapsed since the 
foundation of the monastery — nec plusquam unius anni spatio post 
fundatum monasterium interiecto.® Since Bede does not say that less 
than one year had elapsed, the phrase should be taken to mean 
that one year had elapsed, but not two. Accordingly, if 673 is 
accepted as the date of foundation, both sources point to 674 as 
the date of Benedict’s journey, in which case the building of the 
church cannot have begun at the earliest before the summer or 
autumn of 674 and more probably in 675. The work proceeded 
so rapidly that within less than a year from the laying of the 
foundations the roof was on and mass was being said within the 
building, even though there was still work to be done. Benedict’s 
next need was for glass-makers of whom, according to Bede, 
there were none in Britain at that time. Wilfrid had used glass 
for the windows of the church at York whose restoration had 
been completed three or four years earlier, but this fact does not 
necessarily invalidate Bede’s statement about the lack of glass- 
makers in Britain, since Wilfrid, like Benedict, may have got 
his glass or his glass-makers from Gaul. Almost a hundred 
years later the abbot of Wearmouth and Jarrow was asking the 
archbishop of Mainz if he could send him someone who could 
make glass vessels, because his own people were not skilled in the 
art. Benedict on this occasion, perhaps remembering what had 
happened on his previous visit to Gaul, did not go himself, but 
sent messengers to bring the glass-makers back. They were 
needed, Bede writes, ad cancellandas aecclesiae porticumque et 
caenaculorum etus fenestras. Cancellare, ‘to lattice’, implies the use of 
small leaded pieces of glass. Caenaculum could mean either 
‘refectory’ or ‘upper storey’, but if it had meant the former one 
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would not have expected the use of the plural. Moroever, since 
surviving architectural remains have suggested the possibility 
of an upper floor above the nave of the church, and since this 
passage seems to refer to the church in particular rather than to 
the monastic buildings in general, it should probably be 
translated ‘for latticing the windows of the church and its 
chapels and upper storeys’. 

The glass-makers not only completed the work which they 
had come to do, but they also gave the English instruction in 
their craft which, as Bede remarks, was well suited for the 
manufacture of lamps for the enclosed places in the church as 
well as of glass vessels of many different uses. Other items 
needed for the church, but not obtainable at home, such as 
sacred vessels for the service of the altar and vestments, were 
also procured by Benedict from abroad. When it was completed 
the church was dedicated to St Peter, but the exact date of 
dedication is not known since there is no surviving counterpart 
at Wearmouth to the inscription which records the dedication 
of the church at Jarrow to St Paul. The year of dedication is 
likely to have been 675 or 676. 

When the building of the church had been completed and the 
life of the monastery organised according to rule, Benedict set 
out once more to Rome, this being his fifth visit and the fourth 
time that he had made the journey directly from England. 
Taking with him Ceolfrith who was anxious to learn more in 
Rome than he had been able to do 1n Britain about the duties of 
the priesthood, he left the monastery in charge of a priest and 
kinsman, Eosterwine, who later became abbot. We do not know 
when the travellers set out, but we do know that when they 
reached Rome the papacy was occupied by Agatho who was 
elected only in the summer of 678, and we know also that they 
were back in England by 679 or early in 680. Although there 
were no doubt some pilgrims who travelled in twos and threes, 
or perhaps even as solitaries, it would surely be a mistake to 
envisage two high-born men such as Benedict and Ceolfrith 
travelling in this fashion. Even though their company may not 
have grown to the number of the 80 who went with Ceolfrith in 
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716, there were great dangers to be faced, other than the mere 
physical hardships involved, in a journey of more than 2,000 
miles on foot, on horseback and by sea. To meet these dangers 
and to protect the treasures which the travellers intended to 
bring back with them a group of armed retainers would 
certainly be needed. 

Nothing has been recorded about the course of the journey 
itself, either outward or homeward, but the travellers reached 
Rome safely and were honourably received there by Pope 
Agatho. In retrospect this particular journey of Benedict’s 
seemed of sufficient importance to Bede to be given some 
prominence in the Ecclesiastical History, as well as in the History of 
the Abbots,® and if we recall his survey of the state of the church 
in Northumbria written in 7347 we can understand why he 
regarded the letter of privilege given by Agatho as being by no 
means the least important part of the large quantities of spiritual 
merchandise brought back with them by the travellers. The 
letter itself has not survived and apart from a general statement 
that it was designed to secure the safety and freedom of the 
monastery from all external interference in perpetuity, we know 
only that it contained specific reference to the freedom of the 
monastery to elect its abbot on grounds of personal merit rather 
than of hereditary qualification. Bede was at pains to emphasise 
that the privilege had been secured ‘with the permission, 
agreement, desire and encouragement’ of King Ecgfrith and he 
records that after it had been brought back to England it was 
publicly confirmed by the king and bishops assembled in synod. 
Perhaps Bede had in mind the quarrel of Wilfrid and Ecgfrith 
and the accompanying rejection of papal authority embodied 
in documents brought from Rome by Wilfrid. Wilfrid’s own 
case shows clearly enough why an abbot might wish to seek 
papal protection against interference either by civil authority or 
by the bishop of the diocese, and shows also how ineffective such 
protection might be with Rome so far away. But Wearmouth 
and Jarrow were royal foundations by origin and their history, 
so far as it is known, tells only of good relations with successive 
Northumbrian kings. 


[169] 


THE WORLD OF BEDE 


When the travellers returned to England they had in their 
company John, archicantor of the church of St Peter in Rome and 
abbot of the Roman monastery of St Martin post S. Petrum.® 
Abbot John was sent to England with a twofold commission 
from Pope Agatho—to teach the monks at Wearmouth the 
method of singing which was practised at St Peter’s itself and to 
make diligent enquiry into the state of the faith in England. For 
the latter purpose he brought with him a copy of the decrees of 
the Lateran Council of 649 which he presented to a synod of the 
English church summoned to Hatfield by Archbishop Theodore. 
A copy of the proceedings of the synod which had found the 
faith free from all taint of heresy, was given to Abbot John to 
take back with him to Rome. He himself died on the way but 
the testimony was taken on by others. Bede’s historical sense 
rightly led him to give prominence to this aspect of Abbot 
John’s mission in the Ecclesiastical History,° whereas in the 
sources more particularly concerned with Wearmouth we 
learn only of the other aspect of his mission. 

The first singing-master in Northumbria known to us by 
name was James the Deacon, a member of the mission of 
Paulinus who remained in his church at York after Paulinus 
himself had withdrawn to Kent on the death of Edwin. When 
peace had been restored after the accession of Oswald, James, 
then living mostly in a village near Catterick, taught many of 
the faithful to sing ‘according to the fashion of the Romans or of 
the men of Kent’. James survived — senex et plenus dierum — until 
Bede’s own time, that is at least until 672. Excepting the 
instruction given by James the Deacon, singing in the churches 
of the English was confined to Kent until the times of Archbishop 
Theodore when it began to spread more widely. Putta who was 
appointed to the see of Rochester was a skilled singer in the 
Roman manner which he had learnt from some members of the 
Gregorian mission. Wilfrid brought the singing-masters Ac‘dde 
and A‘ona from Kent to Ripon and with their help he intro- 
duced the ‘use of a double choir singing in harmony with 
reciprocal responsions and antiphons’. In later years when the 
singing at Hexham had fallen from its previous excellence Acca, 
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himself a skilful singer, turned again to Kent for a teacher, 
though by his name, Maban, he was not English.?° 

When Abbot John reached Wearmouth he taught the singers 
the ceremonial manner of singing, as he himself practised it in 
St Peter’s at Rome, and also how to read aloud. In addition, he 
had committed to writing everything that was needed for the 
celebration of days of festival throughout the complete cycle of 
the church year. Much of what he had had put into writing at 
this time was still preserved in the library forty or more years 
later when Bede was writing the History of the Abbots, and had 
been copied by many people from elsewhere. He also taught 
singers who came to him for instruction from almost all the 
other monasteries of Northumbria."! The Life of Ceolfrith 
describes John as teaching singing et utua uoce simul et litteris, but 
we should not infer either from this passage or from Bede’s 
reference to written works that scores with musical notation were 
being used at this date. The singers would learn the tunes uzua 
uoce from their teacher and only the words to be sung or chanted 
would be in writing. John’s activities were not confined to the 
teaching of singing, for he also gave instruction in another skill 
which had an important part to play in regular monastic 
observance, the art of reading aloud, an art difficult enough to 
practice at any time in a ceremonial context and all the more so 
when the matter to be read was in an unfamiliar language and per- 
haps not always fully understood by those who did the reading. 

It seems unlikely that within a bare two or three years of the 
building of the church at Wearmouth there would already be 
scribes capable of copying not only the decrees of the Lateran 
Council of 649 which Abbot John had brought from Rome, but 
also all the material which he had given them for all the church 
festivals of the year. Perhaps we ought rather to envisage Abbot 
John being accompanied by his own scribes who would be able 
to write their own account of the state of the faith in the English 
church. None of these early documents has survived but it may 
have been through the agency of Abbot John that the Mediter- 
ranean uncial hand, later developed to such a high degree of 
excellence by the scribes of Wearmouth and Jarrow, was first 
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introduced. When we reflect upon the consequences for Bede’s 
monastery, whether they were to be experienced in the choir, at 
the lectern or in the scriptorium, and upon the consequences for 
other monasteries whose monks had themselves gone to Wear- 
mouth to learn, it becomes difficult to exaggerate the import- 
ance of Abbot John’s visit. 

The travellers also brought back with them a supply of sacred 
relics, some for Wearmouth itself and some for other English 
churches, a large number of books and a collection of pictures. 
The sources do not specify any particular relics, nor do they 
name any individual books, but the pictures have been des- 
cribed in some detail. The Life of Ceolfrith refers only to Bene- 
dict’s wish to secure in Rome ‘a representation of the stories of 
the Scriptures worthy of reverence’,!? without stating what he 
did in fact bring back. Bede on the other hand, who had a 
lifelong familiarity with the paintings themselves, described 
their content in detail. He uses the two words picturae and 
imagines, but in such a way as to show that by zmagines he meant 
the representations of divine or human beings displayed on the 
picturae. In other words the imagines were part of the picturae and 
not distinct objects. The pictures were to be used for the adorn- 
ment of St Peter’s church at Wearmouth. Along its south wall 
were placed scenes from the Gospels, while scenes from the 
Revelation of St John were displayed along the north wall. 
Bede’s account which, so far as the north and south walls are 
concerned, is quite free from ambiguity, implies that the scenes 
displayed were of some elaboration involving groups of figures, 
and thus it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that by picturae 
Bede meant two-dimensional pictures or paintings such as we 
still understand by those terms. We should probably envisage a 
series of separate paintings displayed at intervals along the 
north and south walls. Since no fragment of any of these works 
has survived, we can only guess at the manner of their execution, 
but we may think of the Madonna and Child in Sta. Francesca 
Romana in Rome which was painted in a wax medium on linen 
glued to a wooden panel and is held to be of seventh-century 
date, if not earlier.'8 
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There remains one other painting or series of paintings which 
presents some difficulty: zmaginem wuidelicet beatae Det genetricts 
semperque uirginis Martae, simul et duodecim apostolorum, quibus 
mediam etusdem aecclesiae testudinem, ducto a pariete ad parietem 
tabulato praecingeret.1* Bede here used the singular imaginem, in 
contrast with the imagines of the north and south walls, thus 
seeming to imply that the Virgin and the twelve Apostles were 
all depicted on one painting. On the other hand, the relative 
plural guzbus suggests the possibility that there was one painting 
of the Virgin and other paintings of the Apostles. The second 
difficulty is of the way in which this painting or series of 
paintings was displayed. The passage quoted above may be 
translated: ‘namely a representation of the blessed mother of 
God and ever-virgin Mary, and likewise of the twelve Apostles, 
with which he might gird the central vault of the church itself 
after wooden boarding had been laid from wall to wall.’ But the 
difficulty is to know exactly what Bede meant by tabulatum. Did 
he mean that the upper vault forming the roof over the nave of 
the church was shut off by the insertion of a flat wooden ceiling 
to which the paintings were then attached so as to give some- 
thing of the same effect as a painted ceiling ? Or did he mean, as 
seems more likely, that some form of wooden staging resembling 
a rood screen was built across the church from wall to wall with 
the painting or paintings displayed upon it vertically ? What- 
ever may have been the exact arrangement, the result, Bede 
remarks, was that all those who entered the church, even though 
they were unable to read, beheld the countenance of Christ and 
his saints in whichever direction they looked. And though they 
were looking only at pictures, they would be prompted to 
reflect upon the Incarnation of the Lord, and with the perils of 
the Jast judgement before them they might examine their own 
hearts the more closely. Bede’s attitude towards paintings in 
churches corresponds closely with the view expressed a hundred 
years earlier by Gregory the Great in letters written to Serenus, 
bishop of Marseilles. Gregory had heard that Serenus had 
ordered some images (imagines) in churches to be destroyed and 
thrown out. While praising his zeal in seeking to prevent the 
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adoration of anything that had been made by hand, Gregory 
told Serenus that he ought not to have had the images des- 
troyed. It was permissible to have paintings (pzcturae) in 
churches so that those who were ignorant of letters might still be 
able to read on the walls the things which they could not read 
in books. Serenus must be careful to distinguish between the 
adoration of a picture which was completely forbidden, and the 
use of a picture as a means of teaching the illiterate the truth 
about what ought to be worshipped.?5 
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The Foundation of Jarrow 


The zeal displayed by Benedict Biscop and the evident success 
of his monastery at Wearmouth encouraged King Ecgfrith to 
endow a second foundation, and for this purpose he gave 
Benedict a site some few miles away from Wearmouth on a low 
eminence at the confluence of the Don with the Tyne where 
extensive mudflats, commemorated in the place-name Jarrow, 
offered a sheltered haven for shipping. Bede himself never used 
any other name save Jarrow, but other sources refer to the place 
as portus Egfridt regis and to Ecgfrith’s monastery as et Done- 
muthan.1 The new foundation was colonised by a group of 
monks who moved from Wearmouth with Ceolfrith as their 
abbot. The Life of Ceolfrith says that the migrants numbered 22, 
but only 10 of them were tonsured monks. Bede gives the 
number of monks as 17 and it is very probable that, as a boy of 
g or 10, he was among the company which moved to the new 
foundation. Developments at Jarrow followed much the same 
pattern as had been set at Wearmouth. Ecgfrith’s endowment 
was given ‘eight years after they had begun the aforesaid 
monastery’, i.e. Wearmouth.? First the necessary monastic 
buildings were erected and ‘after one year’ Ceolfrith and his 
companions moved. ‘In the third year from the foundation of 
the monastery’ the building of the church began and work 
proceeded so fast that it was dedicated in the second year after 
that in which it had been begun.* Unfortunately no early source 
relates these chronological data to the year of the Incarnation, 
and still less to any particular month within a year. Despite 
their relative detail they leave some slight ambiguities. We do 
not know whether to reckon the date of Ecgfrith’s second gift as 
eight years from 674 when work at Wearmouth ‘began’ or from 
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673 when it was formally founded, nor do we know whether our 
authorities in referring to a ‘year’ mean a calendar year, a 
regnal year or even a monastic year. Fortunately we do know 
beyond all reasonable doubt the date of the dedication of the 
new church at Jarrow. It is recorded on the contemporary 
dedication inscription from which we learn that the ceremony 
took place on 23 April in the 15th year of King Ecgfrith and the 
fourth of Abbot Ceolfrith.4 Again there is no correlation in the 
inscription with the year of the Incarnation, since the era annus 
domint had not yet come into common use, but the 15th regnal 
year of King Ecgfrith began in February 685, and we may 
therefore date the dedication of the church to St Paul on 23 
April 685, a date which was in fact a Sunday, the normal day 
for the dedication of a new church. On the whole it seems likely 
that the new monastery was founded at some time within the 
calendar year 681. 

As the body cannot be torn away from the head through 
which it breathes, neither can the head be heedless of the body 
without which it cannot live —- this was the analogy used by 
Bede to describe the relationship of the two monasteries to each 
other.® Yet during the first few years of their joint existence the 
two houses were independent of one another ecclesiastically as 
well as geographically, with Benedict Biscop abbot of St Peter’s 
at Wearmouth and Ceolfrith abbot of St Paul’s at Jarrow. 
Moreover, Benedict appointed Eosterwine, a kinsman in 
priest’s orders, as abbot at Wearmouth, so that for several years 
from 681 there were no less than three abbots at the two 
monasteries. The ground on which this irregular arrangement 
was defended was that Benedict Biscop, because of his wisdom 
and wide experience was frequently required to attend upon the 
king at court and therefore had not time enough to handle the 
affairs of his monastery. In addition he was making preparations 
for another journey to Rome. Bede, probably using the Lider 
Pontificalis as his source, defended the arrangement by referring 
to the tradition that St Peter himself had appointed two pontiffs 
to govern the church at Rome. This situation continued for five 
years until the death of Eosterwine in March 686. Benedict 
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Biscop was away in Rome at the time and in his absence the 
monks of Wearmouth, with Ceolfrith’s approval, elected Sigfrid 
as abbot, but by 688 both Benedict Biscop, now returned from 
Rome, and Sigfrid, were sick men. On 12 May 688 Ceolfrith 
was appointed sole abbot over both houses. Sigfrid died on 22 
August 688 and Benedict Biscop himself on 12 January 689.° 
Thereafter, so far as we can trace their history, Wearmouth and 
Jarrow continued under the rule of a single abbot. Bede, 
writing of himself at the end of his History, described himself as 
‘priest of the monastery of the blessed apostles Peter and Paul 
which is at Wearmouth and at Jarrow’. 

Eosterwine was born in 650 and, like his older kinsman 
Benedict Biscop, had served as a fighting man at the North- 
umbrian court before abandoning his secular life at the age of 
24 to become one of the original community at Wearmouth. He 
was ordained to the priesthood in 679 and appointed abbot in 
682, holding the office for four years until his death in 686 at the 
age of 36.7 Bede’s account of the abbacy of Eosterwine whom he 
portrays as a cheerful gentle man of great physical strength, 
readier to warn than to punish transgressors, helps to remind us 
that however great may have been the scholarly distinction of 
some, much of the daily life of most of the monks would 
necessarily be passed in supplying the material needs of the 
community. Although he was abbot, Eosterwine delighted in 
using his strength on the tasks of threshing and winnowing the 
corn, milking the ewes and cows, working in the bakehouse and 
in the kitchen. If monastic business took him outside the 
precincts of the monastery and he came upon some of the 
brothers at work, he would take his turn at guiding the plough, 
wielding the smith’s hammer or any other task that needed to be 
done. We can also win at least a brief glimpse of the monastic 
buildings from Bede’s account of the way in which, even after he 
had been made abbot, Eosterwine would eat in common with 
the other brethren, and of how, even during his last illness, when 
he knew that he was dying, he still slept in the common 
dormitory, save for the last five days of his life when he moved 
into a room apart. 
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Eosterwine died on the night of 6 March 686, one of the 
victims of a widespread outbreak of plague which caused the 
death of many monks both at Wearmouth and at Jarrow. This 
disaster, befalling within less than a year of the dedication of the 
church at Jarrow might well have brought about the extinction 
of the new community. Of those who could read or preach or 
recite the antiphons or responsions, all were carried off by the 
sickness save Ceolfrith himself and one young lad who had been 
taught by Ceolfrith and who was still alive and in priest’s orders 
when the Life of Ceolfrith was being written. The writer of the 
Life recalled how this same lad, now grown to manhood, used to 
tell of his master’s deeds either in writing or by word of mouth 
to all who wanted to know. ® Between them, these two, the abbot 
and the boy, contrived to carry on with the daily service until 
others could be trained to help them in their task. It has long 
been supposed that the lad who figures in this incident which is 
recorded only in the Life of Ceolfrith and not by Bede in the 
ENstory of the Abbots, was in fact Bede himself. If he was born c. 
672 he would be aged about 14 when the two monasteries were 
smitten with the plague. He himself never says whether he spent 
his life at Wearmouth or at Jarrow, but the tradition of his 
particular association with Jarrow, resting presumably on his 
own statement that he was educated first at the hands of 
Benedict Biscop and later of Ceolfrith whom we know to have 
been at Jarrow, is old enough to deserve respect. The aptness of 
the chronological evidence, the reference to the boy who had 
become a priest engaged in the writing or telling of history, and 
the fact that he himself does not record the incident, all these are 
consistent with the belief that the boy who figures in the story 
of the plague was indeed the young Bede. 

Meanwhile Benedict Biscop had gone on his sixth and last 
visit to Rome. King Ecgfrith who was killed in battle on 21 May 
685, was still alive when he set out, and Eosterwine who died in 
March 686 was dead when he got back. Some five or six years 
had passed since his previous visit to Rome and he was now a 
man approaching 60. Nothing has been recorded about the 
journey itself but he returned from it, as from his previous visit, 
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heavily laden with gifts for the two foundations, including an- 
other large supply of books and also a number of pictures. We 
know nothing in detail about the books, but once again Bede 
has left an account of the pictures in which he refers both to the 
subject matter of some of them, and also to the way in which 
they were arranged. One group, portraying the story of Christ, 
was used by Benedict ‘to garland in full circle the whole church 
of the blessed mother of God which he had built in the older 
monastery’.® This is the first reference to a church at Wear- 
mouth dedicated to the Virgin Mary. It was not unusual for 
there to be two, or even more than two, churches within a single 
monastery, and it must be inferred from this passage that a 
second church, dedicated to St Mary, had been built at Wear- 
mouth before Benedict set out for Rome, and that some of the 
pictures which he had brought back from this visit were to be 
displayed along its walls in much the same way as those brought 
back from Rome on the fifth visit were displayed in the church 
of St Peter. The other pictures were for St Paul’s church at 
Jarrow. They were designed to demonstrate, by means of type 
and anti-type, certain correspondences between the Old and 
the New Testaments. Bede illustrates how this was done by 
describing two of the pairs of pictures. One pair showed Isaac 
carrying the wood with which he was to be sacrificed and 
immediately next to it a picture of the Lord carrying the Cross 
upon which He too was to be sacrificed. In a second pair Moses 
raising the serpent in the desert was displayed beside the Son of 
Man raised aloft upon the Cross. In addition, Benedict brought 
back with him two silken cloaks of incomparable workmanship 
which he later gave to King Aldfrith and his councillors in 
exchange for the land of three households on the south bank of 
the Wear near its mouth. 

On his return from Rome Benedict learnt that King Ecgfrith 
had lately been killed in battle against the Picts, at Dunnichen 
Moss in Angus, and that he had been succeeded by Aldfrith, 
described by Bede as Ecgfrith’s bastard brother.!° Aldfrith, son 
of Osuiu and of an unknown mother, won for himself a remark- 
able reputation for learning among men who themselves rank 
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as the greatest scholars of the Anglo-Saxon period. Knowing the 
teadencies of Eddius to exaggeration, we might be inclined to 
discount something of his phrase rex saptentissimus were it not 
that Aldhelm dedicated to Aldfrith his work on metres, that 
Irish tradition remembered him as a scholar of renown, that 
Bede described him as wir undecumque doctissimus and uir in 
scripturis doctissimus, and that Alcuin wrote of him as rex simul 
atque magister.4+ Of his early life we know next to nothing save 
that some years of it were spent in ‘self-imposed exile to gratify 
his love of wisdom’ among the Irish, and specifically at Iona 
where he became the friend and pupil of its ninth abbot, 
Adomnan.’? His stay among the Irish, to whom be became 
known as Fland Fina had been long enough for him to win a 
reputation as a writer in their own language. 

It was of great significance for the further development of 
Wearmouth and Jarrow that for the next 20 years (685-705) 
the monks were to enjoy the protection and patronage of a 
scholarly king whose knowledge had not been acquired in Gaul 
or Italy but from the teaching of Scottish and Irish scholars. 
One of the most striking features in the early history of the twin 
monasteries is the closeness of their relationship with Rome, 
despite the distance and all the dangers of travel. The churches 
themselves, the singing and chanting, the first books for the 
libraries, the text of the Gospels, the uncial hand practised by 
the scribes - all these, so far as our evidence goes — came either 
directly from Italy or intermediately through Gaul. Even after 
the death of Benedict Biscop the closeness of the Roman relation- 
ship was maintained by delegations sent to Rome in 701 and 
716, but after Aldfrith’s accession in 685 there are some signs of 
a growing and fruitful contact with centres of Celtic Christ- 
lanity. 

King Ecgfrith’s death in battle against the Picts was regarded 
as a punishment for the sins he had committed in refusing to 
listen to those who had tried to dissuade him not only from 
attacking the Picts in 685, but also from sending an army 
against the Irish in 684. Despite the fact that it was Ecgfrith 
who had given their first endowments to both Wearmouth and 
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Jarrow, Bede severely condemned his action in attacking the 
Irish, that ‘unoffending people, always most friendly to the 
English nation’.'* Aldfrith himself had been in Iona before 
becoming king and after his accession, Adomnan, ninth abbot of 
Iona and the biographer of Columba, paid two visits to North- 
umbria, probably during the years 686-8. He had been sent to 
Aldfrith as an ambassador from the Irish to re-establish the 
friendly relations between the Irish and the Northumbrians 
which had been damaged by Ecgfrith’s attack in 684, and he 
was able to take back to Ireland 60 Irishmen who had been 
taken prisoner in the campaign. We know that during one or 
other, and possibly both, of his Northumbrian visits, Adomnan 
went to Wearmouth and Jarrow where he met Ceolfrith and 
discussed with him the differing English and Irish monastic 
practices. We may think it very probable that Bede, then aged 
about 17, would meet the visiting abbot from Iona and that the 
discussions which took place during his visit would arouse 
Bede’s interest in the complexities of the Easter problem. After 
staying 1n the monastery for some while and examining the 
manner of life practised there, Adomnan returned to Iona and 
tried to persuade the monks to accept the observance of the 
catholic Easter. He was not successful but in Ireland itself he 
did succeed in persuading many of those who were not subject 
to Iona to make the change. At this date most of the southern 
Irish had long since accepted the catholic Easter, but it was 
not until 716 that Iona also came into conformity. 

During the years 686-9 there were other changes which had 
a more immediate effect upon Wearmouth and Jarrow. When it 
became apparent that neither Sigfrid nor Benedict Biscop had 
long to live, Ceolfrith was appointed sole abbot of both houses, 
on 12 May 688, with a deathbed injunction from Benedict that 
thereafter the two houses should always remain under the 
control of a single abbot who was not to be chosen on grounds of 
consanguinity, but solely because of his fitness for the task. 
Benedict Biscop was buried at Wearmouth in porticu sancti Petri 
ad ortentem altaris.15 Late in life Bede honoured his first teacher 
and abbot by composing for him a homily to be delivered on his 


[181] 


THE WORLD OF BEDE 


festal day, the only one of the fifty homilies Bede wrote to be 
devoted to a contemporary individual rather than to the major 
church festivals.1* For Bede, Benedict Biscop was the man who, 
in the words of St Matthew’s Gospel, had forsaken all to follow 
Christ, the man who would receive a hundredfold reward and 
would inherit everlasting life. A tireless traveller, always seeking 
the best, it had not been his way, as it had been of some, to 
return from his journeys empty-handed and without profit. 
Stone-masons, glass-makers, sacred relics, books, teachers of 
singing and reading, paintings, letters of privilege, sacred vessels, 
vestments for the altars — all these and more he had brought 
back for his monastery. The list must surely impress us no less 
than it impressed Bede. ‘In these and suchlike ways’, Bede 
wrote, ‘he strove to concern himself with so many matters, that 
there was no need for us to labour any more in this fashion. He 
journeyed so many times to places across the sea to the end that 
we, being abundantly endowed with all kinds of saving know- 
ledge, might be at rest within the cloisters of the monastery, 
serving Christ in sure and certain freedom.’!? Benedict Biscop 
was not a man who won fame by working the hagiographer’s 
miracles, or sanctity by fighting demons in desert places, but a 
man who, with a rich experience of the world and a clear vision 
of a manner of life before him, devoted all his abundant energy 
to overcoming every kind of practical obstacle which might 
hinder the realisation of that vision. Born into a bleak and 
largely pagan world, he bequeathed a legacy which enriched the 
Christian civilisation of western Europe for centuries to come. 
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18 
Abbacy of Ceolfrith 


Reckoning from his appointment on 12 May 688, at about the 
age of 46, Ceolfrith, who had already ruled Jarrow for several 
years held office as sole abbot of the two foundations for just 
over 28 years. These years from 688 to 716, within which some 
of the earlier works of Bede were written, may well have been 
among the most fruitful and prosperous in their whole history. 
Under Ceolfrith’s rule, with the support of a sympathetic king, 
new oratories were built, additions were made to the plate and 
vestments of the churches, the size of the library was doubled, 
fresh endowments of land were received, another mission was 
sent to Rome and the communities themselves expanded so 
greatly that when Ceolfrith laid down his office to go to Rome in 
716 he left behind him in the two monasteries more than 600 
monks with lands, ‘that according to the customary reckoning 
of the English might support almost 150 households’.! The 
original endowments given by Ecgfrith amounted, if we take 
Bede’s figure for Jarrow, to the land of 110 households. Shortly 
before his death Benedict Biscop was negotiating with King 
Aldfrith for the acquisition for Jarrow of an estate which was 
valued at 8 households and lay close to the river Fresca. The 
transaction was completed by Ceolfrith, and since both king and 
abbot were scholars who set a high price upon the materials of 
learning, we may guess that the price finally paid - a book - 
was not reached without much preliminary haggling. The book, 
described as a Codex Cosmographiorum, was one of those 
bought by Benedict in Rome. It is just possible, though in no way 
susceptible of proof, that this book, like the Codex Grandior, had 
formerly been in the library of Cassiodorus at Vivarium in south- 
ern Italy, and that it contained the works of the four cosmo- 
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graphers whom Cassiodorus had specially recommended for 
study by monks-— Julius Honorius, Marcellinus, Dionysius 
Exiguus and Ptolemy.? The Cosmography of Julius Honorius 
was certainly known in the west in the eighth century. An uncial 
manuscript of the work which was probably written in Italy 
seems to have migrated to some centre under Anglo-Saxon in- 
fluence by the eighth century when it received corrections 
written in an insular minuscule hand. 

King Aldfrith would be particularly anxious to secure the 
Wearmouth book on cosmography because he already had in 
his possession a book about the experiences of a traveller in the 
eastern Mediterranean. Among those who went on pilgrimage 
to the Holy Land in the seventh century there was a Gaulish 
bishop whose name was Arculf but whose see is not known. 
Journeying to the east ¢. 670 he visited not only Jerusalem, but 
also Damascus, Constantinople and Alexandria, as well as many 
islands. He was returning home by sea, presumably along the 
Atlantic coast of France when a violent storm drove his ship 
northwards up the west coast of Britain and eventually brought 
him after many mishaps to Iona where he was entertained by 
Adomnan. While he was Adomnan’s guest Arculf gave him an 
account of his travels and Adomnan took down notes on wax 
tablets from which he later wrote a work which he called De 
Locts Sanctis. When he visited Northumbria Adomnan presented 
this work to King Aldfrith, no doubt as a present in return for 
the release of the Irish prisoners captured by his predecessor, and 
through the generosity of the king lesser persons, among whom 
we may number Bede, were able to read the book. A few years 
later, perhaps as early as c. 703, Bede himself wrote a short tract 
on the same theme, composed partly from his own work and 
partly from Adomnan’s treatise. Bede’s own work, also known as 
the De Locis Sanctis, concludes with a chapter describing how it 
had come into being through the storm which carried Arculf to 
Iona and also showing that he had written the work for some 
individual — t1bz legenda transmittimust-— but as there is no 
dedication we do not know who the individual was, though it 
might well have been King Aldfrith himself since he did not die 
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until the end of 705. In later years Bede quoted some extracts 
from his own De Locis Sanctis both in his Commentary on Acts and 
also in his Ecclestastical History. As a historian Bede was very 
much alive to the value of Adomnan’s work which derived from 
the experiences of a recent traveller and was therefore of great 
help to those who, like himself, lived far away from the Holy 
Places and could know no more about them than they could 
learn by reading.® 

The whereabouts of the estate which King Aldfrith gave in 
exchange for the book on cosmography is not known since the 
river Fresca cannot now be identified, but it seems to have lain at 
some distance away since, after Aldfrith’s death and during the 
reign of his successor Osred (705-11) it was exchanged for a 
much larger estate of 28 households which lay nearer the 
monastery ad uillam Sambuce, with an additional money payment 
to compensate for the greater value of the new purchase. 
Sambuce too remains unidentified. Another estate of 10 house- 
holds at Daltun, to be identified with Dalton-le-Dale, or less 
probably with Dawdon, in County Durham, came to Wear- 
mouth from Witmer who had originally received it from King 
Aldfrith and who had later joined the community at Wear- 
mouth. Witmer, though no more than a name to us, was of an 
earlier generation than Bede who knew him as a man ‘learned in 
every kind of knowledge, both secular and divine’.* The 
original endowments together with the estates at Sambuce and 
Dalton-le-Dale amount to a total of 148 households. To this we 
should add the 3 given by King Aldfrith in exchange for the 
two cloaks, giving a total of about 150 households, as the Life 
expresses it, at the time of Ceolfrith’s resignation. 

Benedict Biscop had paid his sixth and last visit to Rome in 
the years 685-6 and, as Bede observed, the two foundations 
were evidently now so well furnished that there was the less 
need for further travelling. Nevertheless a group of monks were 
in Rome in the year 701,’ though the little that we know about 
this visit derives from indirect allusion rather than from any 
detailed account of the journey itself. Sergius who was pope at 
this time (687-701) was closely concerned with the affairs of a 
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number of travellers from England. Apart from his involvement 
in the quarrels of Wilfrid, he stood sponsor at the baptism of a 
young West Saxon king, Gedwalla, who had abdicated after a 
brief reign and who after being baptised in Rome, died there 
very soon afterwards and was buried in St Peter’s. Sergius also 
received two visits from the Northumbrian missionary Willi- 
brord and on the second occasion he consecrated him bishop to 
the Frisians in the year 696.8 We do not know when the monks 
set out for Rome from Wearmouth and Jarrow, nor when they 
returned, but only that they were in Rome in 701. Among their 
number was Hwetbert who later became abbot in succession to 
Ceolfrith in 716 and who was still holding the office more than 
ten years after Bede’s death. Hwetbert himself remained in 
Rome for a considerable time, making use of the opportunity to 
learn, copy out and bring back whatever he thought might be 
useful, and no doubt it was while he was in Rome that he 
acquired his skill in writing, singing, reading and teaching upon 
which Bede later commented.® We know nothing in detail about 
the fruits of this visit save that the monks brought back with 
them a letter of privilege from Pope Sergius similar to that which 
had been given to Benedict Biscop by Pope Agatho some years 
before. After this document had been brought back to England 
it was exhibited before a synod and confirmed by the signatures 
of the bishops attending the synod and of King Aldfrith himself. 
It was to Hwetbert that Bede dedicated both his commentary 
on the Apocalypse and his scientific treatise De Temporum 
Ratione. ‘Through his zeal for piety he became known as Eusebius 
and under that name he was the author of a collection of Latin 
riddies. 

The influence of Wearmouth and Jarrow which spread to 
parts of the Irish church as a result of Adomnan’s visits in the 
years 686—8, was extended to the Pictish church in the early 
years of the eighth century. Since there are no native Pictish 
ecclesiastical records of this period we know nothing from the 
Pictish point of view about the circumstances which prompted 
the Pictish church to abandon its Celtic practices, learnt 
initially from Iona, and to conform to Roman usage. According 
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to Bede, our sole authority, Nechtan, king of the Picts, sent a 
delegation to Wearmouth and Jarrow asking abbot Ceolfrith to 
send him a letter setting out the arguments which would enable 
him to confute those who wished to retain the old practices, 
both in the keeping of Easter and in the form of the tonsure. He 
also asked for mastermasons to be sent so that he could build a 
church in the Roman fashion, a church to be dedicated to St 
Peter. We do not know the exact date of this mission but it was 
about 710. In his Ecclesiastical History Bede, always ready to 
make the most of any opportunity to argue the cause of Rome, 
reproduced the full text of the long letter which was sent to 
Nechtan and in which the history of the Easter problem was 
explained.!° By this date Bede had already written some of his 
earlier works, including the shorter of his two works on chrono- 
logy, the De Temporibus, but even so there does not seem to be 
adequate ground for the widely-held view that Bede himself 
was the author of the letter. We need not doubt that this letter, 
with its references, certainly at several removes, to Plato’s 
Republic as well as to the perils of Scylla and Charybdis, could 
have been written by Ceolfrith himself. Whoever the author, he 
remarked in the course of the letter that there were at that time 
many people in the churches throughout Britain who could 
very easily extend Easter tables as far into the future as they 
wished, even to the grand cycle of 532 years. Bede states that the 
letter was read to King Nechtan and a number of his more 
learned men and then translated into their own language. The 
king declared himself convinced by the arguments and pro- 
ceeded to order the suppression of the old Easter tables based on 
the 84-year cycle and the distribution throughout his kingdom 
of the more accurate 19-year cycle which would have been the 
one in use throughout the English church after the synod of 
Whitby. A few years later, in 716, the church at Iona itself came 
into conformity, and there then remained only the church in 
Wales retaining the old ways. 

The distinction achieved by Benedict Biscop’s two foundations 
undoubtedly owed a great deal to their position as a meeting- 
place between Christian traditions of widely differing back- 
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grounds. On the one hand there were close links with Rome and 
also with Gaul, both with the old Gallo-Roman centres of 
Christianity in Provence and with the more recent monastic 
foundations of the north; and on the other hand there were 
equally close relations with Irish, Scottish and Pictish centres, 
where, particularly among the Irish, there was great devotion to 
scholarship and learning. The Life of Ceolfrith and the History of 
the Abbots, our main sources for the early history of the two 
monasteries, naturally concern themselves with major incidents 
— foundations, succession of abbots, furnishing of churches and 
libraries, relations with Rome, with the Columban church and 
with the Pictish church — but it would surely be a very great 
mistake to assume from the silence of these sources that Bede’s 
monastery was not also in close and continuing contact with 
other Northumbrian monastic centres, three of them in 
particular — Whitby, Lindisfarne and Hexham. As we have 
seen, Whitby was the likely source of much of Bede’s infor- 
mation about the traditions of the Gregorian mission. Whether 
or not Bede himself ever went to Lindisfarne —- and he may 
well have done so — he was certainly well informed about its 
history and particularly about Cuthbert himself. We can hardly 
doubt that there would be frequent intercourse between Jarrow 
and Lindisfarne, an intercourse which would be likely to 
include the exchange of books. The bishopric of Hexham 
passed after the death of Wilfrid into the hands of Acca who had 
been to Rome in Wilfrid’s company and to whom Bede dedi- 
cated many of his works in terms of great affection. Acca added 
to the work begun by Wilfrid by extending the church, adorning 
it with objects of gold, silver and precious stones, procuring 
relics for it and securing the services of a singing-master from 
Kent who remained at Hexham for twelve years teaching new 
ecclesiastical songs as well as achieving the better performance 
of the old which had lapsed somewhat by neglect. Acca, himself a 
singer of excellence, was also a scholar and Bede comments on 
the diligence with which he assembled a very splendid library 
containing a great many books." The collecting of a library in 
the conditions of the early eighth century would have involved 
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extensive travelling, such as has been recorded for Wearmouth 
and Jarrow, but of which we know nothing for Hexham. Un- 
happily no trace of any book from Acca’s library has survived 
and we do not know whether any works of Biblical exegesis, 
hagiography or history were produced at Hexham, though it 
was at the prompting of Acca among others that Eddius wrote 
the Life of Wilfrid, probably at Ripon. 

Bede’s monastery, favoured by its geographical locality, was 
equally fortunate in its early abbots. Save for the short-lived 
Eosterwine and Sigfrid, it was governed from its foundation in 
673 until at least 745 by only three men, Benedict Biscop, 
Ceolfrith and Hwetbert, all of whom were men of wide ex- 
perience whose travels had taken them as far as Rome. Writing 
of the years shortly before 720, Bede remarked that in those 
times a great many of the English race were in the habit of 
going from Britain to Rome, nobles and men of common birth, 
women as well as men, officers of government as well as ordinary 
people.!? When we recall how, in the previous century, English 
women had gone to be educated in the monasteries of northern 
Gaul and how men had travelled to Ireland in search of 
scholarship, we can see not only something of the fervour with 
which at least a small element of Anglo-Saxon society sought to 
make the transition from pagan barbarism to a literate Christian 
civilisation, but also how in England itself some of the monast- 
eries, and particularly Bede’s, after absorbing richly varied 
foreign influences, were in their turn able to win intellectual, 
and in some cases artistic, supremacy. 

Many of those who went to Rome did so pro amore Det, in- 
tending to return to their own countries after their visit, but 
others went in the hope that they might end their lives at the 
thresholds of the Apostles. In the early summer of 716 Abbot 
Ceolfrith who had already visited Rome once in company with 
Benedict Biscop, decided to return there for his last days. Save 
perhaps for the death of Bede himself, there is no incident in 
Anglo-Saxon history before the days of Alfred the Great which 
has been described in such vivid detail as the departure of 
Ceolfrith from his monastery.1? Aged 74, a priest for 47 years 
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and an abbot for 35, he was prompted to his decision by in- 
creasing age and a sense of failing physical strength. Keeping 
his own intentions to himself, he put in hand all the preparations 
for the sending of an embassy to Rome. A ship was got ready, 
suitable gifts were chosen and a list was compiled with the 
names of those who were to go. It was only when the day of 
departure itself approached that Ceolfrith revealed his own 
intention to form one of the company of travellers. The monks of 
Wearmouth who were the first to learn sought to dissuade him, 
but he would relent only so far as to remain with them for the 
remainder of that day —- Tuesday 2 June 716 — and the following 
night. The next day he went to Jarrow where he stayed over- 
night, returning to Wearmouth as the Thursday dawned. After 
mass had been sung in the churches of St Peter and St Mary at 
Wearmouth, he summoned all the brethren to St Peter’s church 
and there, after kindling the incense himself and holding the 
censor in his hand, he took up his position on the steps where he 
had been accustomed to read to the congregation, and took his 
farewells. Then he went to the oratory of St Lawrence in the 
dormitory, and after the singing of an antiphon from Isaiah 
and of the 66th Psalm, he again addressed the brethren, urging 
them to live at peace with one another and with their brothers 
of St Paul’s at Jarrow, remembering that they were one 
monastery to be ruled by one abbot. After the address and 
further singing, the company made its way down to the river 
bank and Ceolfrith entered a boat, sitting in the prow, with 
deacons beside him, one holding a gold cross which Ceolfrith 
himself had made, and the other lighted candles. The boat 
crossed the river and when it reached the other side Ceolfrith, 
himself overcome with grief, voiced a prayer for the company 
remaining on the other bank. He then made obeisance to the 
cross, mounted a horse and rode away, the day of his departure 
being Thursday 4 June. 

The monks of Wearmouth went back to their monastery to 
consider the choosing of a successor. Before going Ceolfrith had 
told them they were to celebrate his going by feasting rather 
than by fasting and he had even delayed starting so that those 
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who were going with him might enjoy the midday meal. It was 
agreed among them that they would fast on the Friday until the 
ninth hour of the Saturday when they would break their fast 
before beginning to observe the vigils of Whit Sunday. On Whit 
Sunday itself several of the monks came to Wearmouth from 
Jarrow and by unanimous consent they chose Hwetbert as their 
new abbot. Like Bede, he had been in the monastery since 
childhood and if his ordination to the priesthood in 704 had been 
at the canonical age of 24, his birth would have fallen c. 680, 
making him Bede’s junior by some 8 or g years and his age at 
his election to the abbacy about 36. 

Immediately after he had been chosen abbot Hwetbert wrote 
a letter commending his predecessor to the care of the pope, now 
Gregory II (715-31) and then set off with a number of monks in 
pursuit of Ceolfrith. They found him in a monastery in a place 
called Cornu Vallis which has not been identified but which may 
possibly have been the monastery in which Willibrord’s father 
lived near the mouth of the Humber. After reading the letter to 
Ceolfrith, Hwetbert gave it to him, with some presents to be 
taken to Rome, and then, after receiving Ceolfrith’s advice on 
how to govern the monastery, he went back to Wearmouth 
where his election was confirmed by Acca, bishop of Hexham. 
Ceolfrith who had had to wait for a ship eventually sailed from 
the Humber on Saturday 4 July in a coasting vessel which made 
three calls on the way before reaching the coast of France on 
Wednesday 12 August, 69 days after leaving Wearmouth. He 
was well received in France by King Chilperic IT who gave him 
letters of commendation for use throughout his kingdom and 
also commended him to Liutprand king of the Lombards. 
Meanwhile, Ceolfrith himself was beginning to suffer severely 
from the strain of the journey. One day of the sea voyage had 
been spent tossing in a storm and on land he had become so 
weak that he could no longer ride but had to be carried in a 
horse litter. The band of travellers which had grown to a 
company of no fewer than 80, eventually reached the city of 
Langres in the plain of Burgundy at 9 o’clock on the morning of 
25, September and there, at 4 o’clock in the afternoon of the 
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same day, Ceolfrith died, 113 days after leaving Wearmouth 
and with no more than half the journey completed. His body 
was carried to a monastery about a mile and a half to the south 
of the city and there it was buried 1n the church of the triune 
martyrs Speusippus, Eleusippus and Melieusippus, though 
Alcuin records that it was later brought back to Wearmouth. 
After the burial some of the monks returned to Wearmouth to 
tell what had happened, but others completed the journey to 
Rome, taking with them their gifts for the pope, among them a 
precious book which 1s still preserved in Italy and which we now 
know as the Codex Amiatinus.4* When they too returned to 
Wearmouth they brought with them a letter from Pope Gregory 
to their new abbot expressing the hope that the grace which had 
once been given to Ceolfrith might now adorn his pupil and 
successor. 

Bede, growing from childhood to middle age, had been 
intimately associated with Ceolfrith for almost forty years, and 
during the last months of his abbacy he had been engaged upon 
his Commentary on Samuel which he dedicated to Acca. He had 
already completed the first three books when Ceolfrith left and 
what the change meant to him personally we can best under- 
stand from the words with which he opened the fourth book of 
the commentary: ‘After I had finished the third book of my 
commentary on the blessed Samuel I thought that when my 
delight in studying and writing had been renewed by resting 
for a while I would at length set my hand to the beginning of the 
fourth. But this rest of mine, if indeed unexpected anguish of 
mind can be called rest, has proved to be much longer than I 
had intended because of a new turn in our affairs, and particul- 
arly because of the departure of my most reverend abbot. 
After attending to the oversight of the monastery for a long 
time, he suddenly decided to go to Rome and in his old age to 
breathe his last breath amid places made sacred by the bodies 
of the blessed apostles and martyrs of Christ, bringing to the 
minds of those who had been entrusted to his care a sense of 
stunned confusion which was ail the greater because his depart- 
ure had been unexpected.’!5 
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Writing 





1g 
The Regular Life 


Ceolfrith left behind him at Wearmouth and Jarrow a cohors 
milttum Christi more than 600 hundred strong.! The conception 
of the monks as a regiment of soldiers expresses the contem- 
porary attitude towards the monastic life which Bede, like 
Honoratus at Lérins centuries earlier, regarded as the constant 
performance of celestial military service under the discipline 
imposed by the observance of a regular rule of life. Significantly, 
in the few short lines in which he writes of his own life, he places 
the delight which he took in learning, teaching and writing in 
second place to what he regarded as his prime duties — the 
observance of the monastic rule and the daily charge of singing 
in the church. It has often been claimed that Wearmouth and 
Jarrow were centres of Benedictine monasticism and that from 
his earliest profession Bede was a Benedictine monk whose life 
was guided by the Rule compiled by St Benedict of Nursia at 
Monte Cassino in the earlier part of the sixth century, but 
contemporary evidence, deriving in part from Bede himself 
lends no support to this claim. 

Describing Benedict Biscop’s death in 689 Bede wrote, some 
35 years after the event itself: 


Benedict strove to encourage the brethren, as often as they came to 
see him, in the keeping of the rule which he had prescribed. ‘For you 
must not think’, he said, ‘that I have brought forth untaught from 
my own heart those decrees which I have prescribed for you. For 
during the long wanderings of my frequent pilgrimages I have learnt 
all those things which I have found to be the best from seventeen 
monasteries, and I have handed them over to you to be profitably 
observed’.? 
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There is a closely similar passage in the slightly earlier Life of 
Ceolfrith,? and in his homily on Benedict Biscop Bede wrote: 


He soon organised [the monastery] which he had received both 
within and without in a most excellent fashion according to regular 
discipline, not enjoining upon us rules of his own devising, but 
proposing for observance by himself and his companions the best- 
established rules of the ancient monasteries which he had learnt on 
his pilgrimage. 


These passages, although not independent of one another, 
leave no room for doubt that Benedict Biscop himself compiled 
the rule for observance at Wearmouth and Jarrow, even though 
this rule was original only in a very limited sense, since it was no 
more than a distillation of all that he had found best in his wide 
experience. Two other passages show that Benedict’s rule was 
still being observed more than 25 years later. ‘The occasion was 
Ceolfrith’s leave-taking in 716 when he was setting out towards 
Rome on his final pilgrimage. The Life of Ceolfrith records that 
he then enjoined the brethren ‘to keep the rule which he had 
taught’s: and in the History of the Abbots Bede wrote that Ceol- 
frith decided to lay down his office ‘after a long course of 
monastic discipline which the wise father compiled for himself 
and likewise for his companions on the authority of the 
ancients’.® It is clear from the context that the pater prouurdus 
was Benedict Biscop. At this date, then, 716, after the monastery 
at Wearmouth had been in existence for 43 years and when 
Bede himself was aged about 45, the rule compiled by Benedict 
Biscop was still being observed at Wearmouth and Jarrow. 

Nevertheless, there are references to the Rule of St Benedict of 
Nursia in the context of Wearmouth and Jarrow. Shortly before 
his death in 689 Benedict Biscop appointed Ceolfrith sole abbot 
of the two houses and commanded that the monastery, although 
situated in two places, should always remain under one abbot 
and be safe-guarded by the same protection of privilege, ‘and in 
accordance with a clause in that same letter of privilege, which 
he had obtained from Pope Agatho, as well! as with the rule of 
the holy father Benedict,’ a new abbot must never be chosen on 
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the grounds of kinship.’ Similarly, on the day of his final de- 
parture in June 716, Ceolfrith urged the brethren to appoint as 
abbot one of their number ‘according to the rule of the holy 
father Benedict and the statutes of their privilege’. These 
passages seem not to leave any doubt that the Benedictine 
procedure in the election of an abbot was known at Wearmouth 
and Jarrow, nor that both Benedict Biscop (d. 689) and 
Ceolfrith (d. 716) intended this procedure to be followed. 
Nevertheless, they do not provide conclusive evidence that the 
Benedictine Rule was being observed at Wearmouth and 
Jarrow in respects other than that of abbatial election or even 
that the complete Rule was known there as early as 688 or 716. 
Since these two references to the Benedictine Rule only concern 
abbatial election and since in both instances immediately 
adjacent clauses refer to statutes about abbatial election in the 
letters of papal privilege, it seems by no means unlikely that the 
letters of privilege themselves contained clauses specifying that 
the election of the abbot was to proceed according to the 
Benedictine Rule. It is of course very probable that Benedict 
Biscop would become familiar with the Benedictine Rule during 
his travels and that it would hold a prominent place among the 
various rules from which he made his own compilation. What 
seems to be the earliest direct evidence for the presence of the 
Benedictine Rule at Wearmouth and Jarrow is the reference 
which Bede makes to its seventh chapter in the Commentary on 
Ezra and Nehemiah which he wrote between 725 and 731.° 
Although the influence of the Benedictine Rule may have 
been considerable, especially as the eighth century advanced, 
the composite or mixed rule such as was observed at Bede’s 
monastery was probably characteristic of much of Anglo- 
Saxon monasticism during Bede’s lifetime. Only in the case of 
Wilfrid’s foundations have we any evidence for the observance 
of the Benedictine Rule to the exclusion of all else, and even 
here the evidence rests upon the claims made by Eddius in 
passages which tell nothing about where Wilfrid first became 
acquainted with the Benedictine Rule and which are not 
chronologically precise. Wearmouth and Jarrow being 
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‘Roman’ foundations from the first, were not troubled with the 
difficulties likely to arise at houses which were Columban in 
origin but conformed to ‘Roman’ practices after the synod of 
Whitby. We may presume that from its foundation in 635 until 
664 the rule observed at Lindisfarne would be the Columban 
rule brought from Iona, and this may have been the case also at 
Melrose, as well as at Ripon where, in the days before Wilfrid 
acquired the site, the same rules of discipline were observed as 
at Melrose.!° The departure of those monks who were unwilling 
to accept conformity with Rome is likely to have disrupted the 
life at Lindisfarne and to have led to a considerable weakening 
of regular monastic discipline, but the Lindisfarne author of the 
Life of Cuthbert claims that when Cuthbert went from Melrose to 
Lindisfarne ‘he arranged our rule of life which we composed 
then for the first time and which we observe even to this day 
along with the rule of Benedict’.1! The passage seems to imply 
that the rule observed at Lindisfarne after the synod of Whitby 
had been compiled by Cuthbert himself in collaboration with 
the other monks, but unfortunately its author, who was writing 
c.705, some twenty years after Cuthbert’s death, does not make it 
clear whether what he calls the Regula Benedicti had been used 
by Cuthbert himself or had first come to Lindisfarne at a later 
date, nor is it in any case wholly certain that he was referring to 
the Rule of St Benedict of Nursia and not to the rule compiled 
by Benedict Biscop of Jarrow. Whatever may have been the 
exact situation at Lindisfarne, Cuthbert himself had con- 
siderable difficulty in persuading some of the monks to accept 
his new rule.!? Since no copy of either the Lindisfarne rule of 
Cuthbert or the Jarrow rule of Benedict Biscop has survived, or 
indeed of any other rule composed specifically for an English 
monastery, it 1s perhaps the more remarkable that the oldest 
surviving copy of the Rule of St Benedict of Nursia in the whole 
of Europe should be contained in an English manuscript. 
Written in a very beautiful English uncial hand, with variant 
readings added by the scribe himself and so testifying to the 
current circulation in England of a second text of the Rule, the 
manuscript (now Oxford Bodleian MS Hatton 48) is believed 
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to have been written c. 700 and is known to have been at 
Worcester in the eleventh century. Although its date is not 
undisputed and the place of its composition is as yet undeter- 
mined, it seems not to be a manuscript of Northumbrian origin 
and in view of the evidence of Eddius it would seem natural to 
associate it with the scenes of Wilfrid’s monastic activities, 
perhaps in the midlands.!® 

The Rule of St Benedict, distinguishing between the coeno- 
bites who lived together in monasteries and the anchorites or 
hermits who lived alone, reflects, in correspondence with the 
similar division which we have seen marked by Isidore, a 
widely-held distinction within the monastic life as a whole 
between the active and the contemplative life. This distinction, 
developed from a mystical interpretation either of the lives of 
Martha and Mary or of Peter and John, was familiar to Bede 
who, like all others concerning themselves with the doctrine, 
regarded the contemplative as the superior way of life, though 
recognising that such a life was open only to the few. It was not 
until a man had submitted himself for many years to strict 
monastic discipline, to daily prayer and penance, that he might 
eventually learn so to set himself free from the affairs of the 
world that he could begin to contemplate celestial joys, so far 
at least as it was permitted for mortal men to do. Instances of 
those who turned to the contemplative life of the hermit, 
familiar enough in the context of Irish Christianity, are not 
wanting from the world more directly known to Bede. To some 
extent the contemplative life could be lived amid the active life 
of the monastery, as was the way of Cuthbert while he was in 
the community at Lindisfarne, though, after some years there, 
he felt the urge to withdraw to the solitude of Farne, a place 
‘shut in on the landward side by very deep water and on the 
seaward side by the boundless ocean’.'§ In the sight of Bede, 
Cuthbert was not the unwashed eccentric solitary which the 
modern world might have held him to be, but a soldier of 
Christ armed with the helmet of salvation, the shield of faith 
and the sword of the spirit. Thus equipped, he overcame the 
usurping army of demons, made himself monarch of his land 
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and ‘built a city fitted for his rule, and in it houses equally suited 
to his city’. Cuthbert’s ‘city’ on Farne — now the Inner Farne, 
about 16 acres in total area, separated by 14 miles of turbulent 
water from the nearest mainland shore and about 7 miles by 
water from Lindisfarne — was an almost circular area measuring 
some 4 or 5 poles from wall to wall. The enclosing wall, which 
was built of rough stone and turf, was higher on the outside than 
a man standing upright, but was yet higher on the inside 
because the living rock had been so cut away that a man 
standing within could see nothing except the sky. Within this 
enclosing wall Cuthbert made two buildings, of which the one 
was an oratory and the other a habitation for ordinary pur- 
poses. Further away, at the landing-stage, there was a large 
house where visiting brethren could rest.1* In moving to his 
‘city’ on Farne, Cuthbert was following the example of the 
founder of the monastery at Lindisfarne, Aidan himself, who 
used often to withdraw there for prayer and contemplation. 
Aidan’s little cell, whence he had once seen the flames rising 
from the stronghold at Bamburgh during a Mercian attack, 
was still to be seen in Bede’s day.?’ 

Cuthbert had two successors in his hermitage during Bede’s 
lifetime. The first was A‘thilwald who entered upon the 
contemplative life after many years of monastic discipline at 
Ripon. He found that the oratory, crudely built of wooden 
planks, was falling apart and he asked the monks when they 
came to visit him to bring with them a calf skin which he could 
attach to the boards and so keep out the storms from the corner 
where he and his predecessor used most often to stand or kneel 
at their devotions. After living in the hermitage for twelve 
years, Aithilwald died there and was buried in Lindisfarne.'8 
Bishop Eadfrith of Lindisfarne, the same whom we shall find 
associated with the Lindisfarne Gospels, restored the oratory 
from its foundations for the benefit of A‘thilwald’s successor, 
Felgild, who was still alive c. 721 when Bede wrote his Life of 
Cuthbert, though he was then more than 70 years of age. Among 
Cuthbert’s friends had been a priest called Herbert who lived 
as an anchorite on an island in Derwentwater and who was 
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visited there by Cuthbert himself,!® and in the next generation 
there was Guthlac whose renown attracted the attentions of a 
biographer. Guthlac, born of royal stock in the midlands, won 
a reputation as a soldier before taking monastic vows at Repton, 
then a double house ruled by an abbess. There he was taught 
reading, the chant and the full observance of the monastic 
discipline, but after the relatively short period of two years in 
the monastery, he was prompted by his study of the lives of 
earlier hermits to undertake the contemplative life of the 
solitary. Leaving Repton with the consent of his elders, he made 
his way to ‘a most dismal fen of immense size, which begins at 
the banks of the river Granta not far from the camp which is 
called Cambridge, and stretches from the south as far north as 
the sea’.?° Learning from a local inhabitant of a remote island 
hidden in the depths of the fen, he made his way thither in a 
fisherman’s boat, travelling ‘through trackless bogs within the 
confines of the dismal marsh’ till he reached Crowland. After 
visiting Repton to take his last farewells of his former com- 
panions, he returned to Crowland where, on this island 
surrounded by the fen, he found an earthen mound which had 
been dug open by some who had hoped to discover treasure 
there. Within the mound there was ‘a sort of cistern’ and in this 
he began to dwell, after building a hut over it.?! His biographer, 
Felix, saw Guthlac in much the same way as Bede saw Cuth- 
bert — a warrior, armed with the shield of faith, the breastplate 
of hope, the helmet of chastity, the bow of patience and the 
arrows of psalmody, ‘he hurled himself against the torrid troops 
of Tartarus’. After living as a solitary for fifteen years Guthlac 
died in a corner of his oratory facing the altar, in the year 716. 

Save as providing the source of stories about their prowess in 
battle against the old enemy, the solitary contemplatives, by the 
very nature of their withdrawal, made no contribution to the 
material civilisation of their world, in marked contrast to the 
active life led by the coenobites in their monasteries. The first 
aim of the active life, as Bede defined it,2? was to devote oneself 
to righteous works, and especially to keep oneself unspotted 
from the world, restraining mind, hand, tongue and all the 
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other members of the body from every kind of sinful pollution; 
and then to help one’s neighbour to the best of one’s ability, by 
giving food to the hungry, drink to the thirsty and clothing to 
the cold, by receiving the destitute and the wanderers into one’s 
home, by visiting the sick and burying the dead, by snatching 
the helpless out of the power of the stronger, and the destitute 
and the poor from those who laid hold of them, by showing the 
truth to those who erred and by submitting oneself to the 
demands of brotherly love, and especially by striving for 
righteousness even unto death. 

Whether we regard the cohors militum numbering more than 
600 as embracing the entire population of the two foundations 
or merely the professed monks, we must in either case envisage 
the two monasteries themselves as covering a large area and as 
having substantial buildings which would in total make a 
prominent mark upon a countryside otherwise characterised by 
the remains of Roman towns and frontier works or by the 
modest villages and farms of its contemporary inhabitants. The 
most important building in any monastery would be the 
church, but it was not uncommon for an Anglo-Saxon monast- 
ery to have more than one church, and we know this to have 
been the case at Wearmouth, as well as at Wilfrid’s Hexham 
and at the monastery of St Augustine at Canterbury. The 
church of St Peter at Wearmouth, as Bede knew it, has perished 
save for the west wall of the nave and a two-storeyed western 
entrance porch which has a complex architectural history and 
which now forms the lower stages of a tower raised upon it at a 
much later date in the Anglo-Saxon period. We do not know 
where the church of St Mary stood, but it was built before 716. 
The quality of the workmanship displayed by the earliest 
surviving remains of St Peter’s suggests that the outcome of the 
work directed by the Gaulish master-builders is likely to have 
been a church of considerable elaboration and dignity. It is 
possible that the building of St Mary’s church was prompted by 
the activities of Pope John VII (705-7) who, amid much work 
of restoration, built an oratory dedicated to St Mary within the 
church of St Peter in Rome. This oratory was renowned for its 
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great beauty and especially for its mosaics which survived until 
the beginning of the seventeenth century. Bede knew about 
Pope John’s building activities from the Liber Pontificalts and he 
referred to St Mary’s oratory in the chronicle of the sixth age in 
the De Temporum Ratione. Although the oratory would not yet 
have been built when Hwetbert was in Rome in 701, it is quite 
possible that later visitors to Rome may have brought back 
news of it.?8 

At a very early stage in its history, if not from the very first, 
its stone fabric was embellished with sculptured figures, and 
enriched with baluster shafts and rounded arches turned in 
regularly-shaped voussoirs of which some are likely to have 
been taken from abandoned Roman sites. Its nave, narrow but 
so lofty as to suggest that it may have been divided into two 
storeys, is likely to have been flanked either by aisles or by 
partly-enclosed chapels which would give the general appear- 
ance of a basilican plan such as was taken by the church of St 
Paul at Jarrow. Its windows were probably small, but, to judge 
from the many fragments recovered by excavation on the site of 
some of the monastic buildings,”4 as well as from the written 
evidence, they would be glazed in leaded and coloured glass, 
and by the same token, the interior walls were probably covered 
with plaster which is likely to have been decorated. The western 
entrance-porch (porticus ingressus) was the original burial-place 
of Abbot Eosterwine, and there was another porticus to the east 
of the altar in which Benedict Biscop was buried. We know 
nothing about the original shape of the east end, but we may 
infer from the description of Abbot Ceolfrith’s farewell address, 
given from the steps where he had been accustomed to read, 
and after praying at the altar, that the altar itself and perhaps 
the whole of the east end was raised above the level of the nave. 
There was also a sacrartum, defined by Isidore of Seville as a place 
in which holy things were put and preserved.*® Since Abbot 
Sigfrid was originally buried outside the sacrarium to the south, 
presumably the sacrarium itself was an adjunct to the church on 
its southern side. 

The accumulation, preservation and display of sacred relics 
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played a very important part in the religious observances of 
Bede’s age, and with the passing of time such relics would come 
to include the bones of the early abbots. After the departure of 
Ceolfrith in 716, the remains of the two abbots Eosterwine and 
Sigfrid were removed from their original burial-places and put 
in a single shrine (theca), but with a central partition to keep the 
two apart, which was then placed near the remains of Benedict 
Biscop in the porticus to the east of the altar. Elsewhere Bede 
records?* how the bones of the Northumbrian king Oswald who 
was killed in battle, were placed in the monastery at Bardney in 
Lincolnshire. After the bones had been enshrined and placed in 
the church, the king’s standard of purple and gold was hung 
above the tomb, and the water in which the bones had been 
washed was poured away in a corner of the sacrarium, giving 
miraculous powers to the earth upon which it fell. Any attempt 
to visualise the church of St Peter as Bede saw it must take into 
account much that has vanished beyond the mere architectural 
structure — the Italian paintings on the walls, the reliquaries 
upon which much wealth and skill would be expended, the 
glazed lamps, the altar cloths and the vestments of the clergy. 
We know that there was a gold cross at Wearmouth and that in 
earlier days King Edwin had had a number of precious vessels, 
among which there were a large gold cross and a silver chalice, 
consecrated for service at the altar. Both of these were taken to 
Kent by Paulinus after the death of Edwin and were still 
preserved there in Bede’s time.?? We need not doubt that the 
candlesticks and the vessels used for the service of the altar at 
both Wearmouth and Jarrow would be made of precious 
metals, probably silver, and some of them may have been 
antique vessels secured in Gaul or Italy and then consecrated to 
Christian uses. In 621 the Gaulish bishop Desiderius bequeathed 
to his church at Auxerre a collection of silver dishes (missoria) on 
some of which were portrayed figures from pagan classical 
antiquity - Mercury and Apollo, Dionysius and Ariadne, 
wrestlers and fawns. One of the dishes was engraved with 
scenes from the story of Aeneas.*® It may well be that some of 
the silver dishes which were found in the ship-burial at Sutton 


[206] 


THE REGULAR LIFE 


Hoo and which include a large Byzantine salver, a group of 
smaller bowls ornamented with a cruciform pattern and a pair 
of spoons inscribed with the names of Saul and Paul, should be 
regarded as ecclesiastical plate looted from some Christian 
centre in south-eastern England at a time when the activities of 
missionaries tended to alternate with relapses to paganism. 

The interior of the church of St Paul at Jarrow is likely to 
have been generally similar to that of St Peter at Wearmouth, 
but we can reconstruct the plan of St Paul’s with rather greater 
certainty since much of the church which Bede knew survived 
until late in the 18th century when it was destroyed to make 
way for a new nave which was in its turn displaced by the 
present nave, built in 1866.2 Doubtless the original church 
will have undergone a great deal of change and repair during 
the centuries, but from drawings and a plan made in the 
eighteenth century we can recognise a basilican church with a 
western porch, a nave and a series of chapels on either side of the 
nave but separated from it by an arcade of four arches. The 
resulting church would have been not unlike the existing church 
at Brixworth in Northamptonshire, but before it was reduced in 
size by the loss of its side chapels. ‘The stone inscription recording 
the dedication of the church to St Paul is now preserved above 
the chancel arch, though this was certainly not its original 
position. The Jarrow Rood stone, with its reference to the vision 
seen by Constantine the Great before the battle of the Milvian 
Bridge,®° is likely to date from an early period in the history of 
St Paul’s church. Although the written records tell of only one 
church at Jarrow, there was a second church, perhaps hardly 
more than an oratory, which lay to the east of St Paul’s and was 
later united to it by a porch. This eastern element, built largely 
of re-used Roman masonry and with the outline of original 
doors and windows still to be seen, remains in use today as the 
chancel. 

The church, which is likely to have been the physical, as it 
was certainly the spiritual, centre of the monastery, was the 
place in which the monks spent a large part of their daily life in 
fulfilment of their paramount duty, the celebration of that great 
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body of praise and prayer which constituted the Divine Office 
and which is called the Opus Det in the Rule of St Benedict. 
Although Bede and other Northumbrian sources refer several 
times to different parts of the Office — matins, the rest which 
followed the midday meal, vespers, seasons of fasting or feasting 
and so forth — we have insufficient evidence to reconstruct the 
monastic horarium in detail. Nevertheless it is likely that the 
Office observed at Wearmouth and Jarrow would correspond 
broadly with the instructions which St Benedict gave for the 
performance of the Opus Det and which he based upon the 
words of the Psalmist — “Seven times a day do I praise thee’ and 
‘At midnight I will rise to give thanks unto thee.’*! Upon this 
authority St Benedict enjoined the observance of the night 
Office, Nocturns (known in later teminology as Matins), and of 
the seven day hours, Matins (later known as Lauds), Prime, 
Tierce, Sext, Nones, Vespers and Compline.*? To this daily 
round of prayer there would of course be added a number of 
other devotional practices appropriate to the general seasons 
and the specific occasions of the ecclesiastical year. It is also 
probable that the Aorartum observed by Bede would follow the 
Benedictine division into a winter and a summer season chang- 
ing at 1 November and at Easter. 

Regarding idleness as the enemy of the soul, St Benedict 
prescribed that when monks were not engaged in prayer they 
should occupy themselves at certain fixed times either in manual 
labour or in the reading of sacred works.** It is to be presumed 
that when King Ecgfrith or some other benefactor gave an 
estate for the endowment of Wearmouth or Jarrow he would in 
effect be transferring the ownership of a number of farms or 
villages which were already fully in occupation and which 
would then render to the monastery an amount of produce 
similar to that which had gone to the previous owner. Even so, 
as we know from the account of the abbacy of Eosterwine, the 
monks did themselves engage in all the activities needed for 
their own maintenance — the growing and harvesting of grain, 
the milling and baking of flour, the raising of sheep and cattle, 
for milk, butter and cheese as well as for wool and hides. Calf- 
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skin of the very best quality was needed for the preparation of 
the vellum used in the scriptorium. It has been reckoned that a 
manuscript of 240 leaves would require the skins of 100-120 
animals.** The monks would also need to occupy themselves in 
the skills of the blacksmith, the carpenter and the stonemason to 
make their farm implements and to maintain and extend the 
many buildings which formed part of the monastery as a whole — 
the dormitory, the refectory, the library, the infirmary, the 
house for the novices, the guest-house, as well as the kitchens, 
store-houses and barns. With both Wearmouth and Jarrow 
situated by the side of tidal rivers, there would also be need of 
boats to serve as ferries and doubtless also for fishing. 
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The Bible in the West 


The observance of the monastic rule, dominated by the daily 
performance of the Opus Det and varied by periods of manual 
labour and the reading of sacred books, constituted the life lived 
by the monks of Wearmouth and Jarrow, as of a great many 
other foundations widely spread throughout the greater part of 
England in the seventh and eighth centuries. It was one of the 
functions of this life, perhaps more readily seen in retrospect 
than by contemporaries, to serve as the prime agent in creating 
an educated and literate element in that pagan society which 
had possessed the former British provinces of the Roman empire. 
The task which it had to face was not merely the teaching of the 
simplest elements of the Christian faith to a rustic population, 
but also the training and educating from an early age of those 
who would in time be able to teach others and to hold office as 
bishops, abbots or priests. It is the particular distinction of 
Wearmouth and Jarrow that from the first their founder, 
Benedict Biscop, set out to endow them as richly as he could 
with the means which would enable them to become centres of 
educational and intellectual studies. Had we been better 
informed about the history of the monastery of Whitby we 
might have been able to trace in greater detail not only the 
circumstances which led the English to venerate Gregory the 
Great, rather than Augustine, as the apostle and teacher of the 
English nation, but also the extent to which the monks of 
Wearmouth and Jarrow, and particularly Bede himself, came 
to be influenced by Gregory the Great’s views on the need for a 
well-educated clergy. Gregory’s vigorous condemnation of 
ignorant men who presumed to undertake the office of teacher, 
like physicians of the mind who strove to effect their cures 
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without any knowledge of spiritual precepts, finds its place in 
the first chapter of the Book of Pastoral Care. This was the book, 
believed to have been first brought to England by Augustine 
himself, and certainly known at both Whitby and Jarrow, that 
was particularly commended by Bede in the letter which he 
wrote the year before his death to his former pupil Egbert who 
in 735 became the first archbishop of York. In Bede’s sight, it 
was not merely bishops, priests, deacons and the rulers of 
monasteries who were as shepherds entrusted with the safe- 
keeping of flocks; so also were all those faithful people who kept 
vigilant watch over their own small homes. And each of those 
in charge of the daily instruction of one or two of the brethren 
within the monastery owed them the duty of a shepherd in 
fulfilment of the command to feed them with the riches of God’s 
word.? 

The Word of God, revealed to man through the books 
embodied in the Old and New Testaments, was the ultimate 
foundation upon which the whole of Bede’s world was built. 
Although he wrote books on orthography and metre, on 
chronology and cosmology, on the lives of saints and abbots, and 
on the history of the Church in England, the greater part of his 
working life, from the time when he received priest’s orders 
until he was almost 60 years of age, was devoted to studying the 
meaning of Holy Writ and its interpretation in the light of the 
writings of the Fathers. If the church was the spiritual heart of 
the monastery, the Bible was the ultimate source of spiritual 
knowledge. St Paul writing his Epistle to the Romans in ¢. A.D. 
58 used the Greek language, and with the spread of Christianity 
westwards from Palestine towards Italy it was in Greek that the 
Scriptures first came to be known, but although the bishops of 
Rome continued to use Greek for some time, it was inevitable, 
with the further spread of Christianity to areas less closely 
associated with the use of the Greek language, that the need for 
a Latin version would become steadily greater. 

There is no ground for thinking that a complete Latin 
version of the whole Bible was brought into being by a single 
translator or by a group of translators working together, and we 
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ought rather to envisage a gradual accumulation resulting from 
the translation of individual parts of the Bible to meet particular 
needs as they arose. Indeed it was not until 397 that the Council 
of Carthage established a list of canonical books which came to 
be universally recognised in the west. Modern Biblical scholars 
use the term “Old-Latin Bible’ for the western Latin translation 
which was known to the Fathers as vetus editio or antiqua inter- 
pretatio. There is no single surviving codex which contains the 
whole of the Old-Latin Bible, and it would in any case be wrong 
to envisage the existence of a single established Old-Latin 
version of the whole Bible in the sense of the modern Authorised 
or Revised Versions of the English Bible. Pandects, or complete 
copies of the whole Bible, were exceedingly rare in the early 
centuries of Christianity and even by Bede’s time they were 
certainly not common. We should rather think of the Old- 
Latin Bible as comprising a number of separate books in differ- 
ent translations in use mainly in Italy and Africa, and as 
contrasting with the new Latin version, partly revision and 
partly fresh translation from Greek or Hebrew, which was made 
by Jerome near the end of the fourth century and which we 
know as the Vulgate. 

It was the inadequacy and variety of existing Latin trans- 
lations that led Pope Damasus (366-84) to give his encourage- 
ment to Jerome in making a revised version of the whole Bible. 
Jerome, a distinguished scholar who had studied Latin and 
Greek in Rome, had travelled west to Gaul as well as East to 
Antioch, before living for some years as a hermit in the Syrian 
desert, where he learnt Hebrew. Beginning his work in 382 
Jerome quickly completed his new version of the four Gospels, 
and to it there was later added a dedicatory letter addressed to 
Pope Damasus in explanation of the circumstances in which the 
work had been undertaken. This letter, beginning with the 
words Novum opus facere me cogis ex ueteri, continued to be 
associated with Jerome’s version of the Gospels and we find it, 
sometimes with richly-illuminated initials, as the preface to 
copies of the Gospels which were circulating in both the English 
and the Irish church during Bede’s lifetime. Jerome’s version of 
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the four Gospels came rapidly into general use in the western 
church, but there is some doubt about the extent to which he 
was concerned with the revision of the later books of the New 
Testament. For his first revision of the Old Testament Jerome 
was able to secure from the library in Caesarea the original copy 
of the great work produced by Origen in the earlier part of the 
third century and commonly known as the Hexapla. This was a 
version of the Old Testament which contained the Hebrew text 
written both in Hebrew and in Greek characters, and also the 
Greek text of the Septuagint and three different Greek trans- 
lations made by other scholars — all six versions being set out in 
parallel columns. The most enduring part of Jerome’s work 
upon the Hexapla was his new version of that part of the Bible 
which, next to the four Gospels, was most widely used — the 
Psalter. This version, known as the Gallican Psalter (Psalterium 
Gallicanum) because of its great popularity in Gaul, eventually 
came to be recognised throughout the western church, save in 
Rome itself. Until as late as the 16th century the church in 
Rome used the Roman Psalter (Psalterium Romanum) which was 
a version based directly upon the Septuagint and has often been 
thought to have been the work of Jerome as well, though this is 
disputed. It remains uncertain how much of the rest of the Old 
Testament Jerome revised from the Hexapla, before he turned to 
a new undertaking — a complete revision of the Old Testament 
based directly upon the Hebrew text. This great work, the 
Vulgate, which occupied him for some fifteen years and was 
completed in 405, naturally included a new version of the 
Psalter, known as the Hebrew Psalter, but it never displaced 
the Gallican Psalter.? 

Recalling the warning given by Cassiodorus lest presump- 
tuous scribes should enfeeble God’s Word by adopting the more 
familiar idioms of current speech, we can easily see that a new 
translation of the Bible was bound to meet with the hostility of 
those who then, even as now, regarded the text with which they 
were familiar as the revealed Word of God in a very literal 
sense. Nevertheless, Jerome’s work, and particularly his version 
of the Gospels, did come to be recognised for the very great 
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achievement which it was. It came into use particularly in the 
western church and in the fifth century it found favour with 
such Gaulish churchmen as Prosper of Aquitaine and Avitus of 
Vienne. Gregory the Great, writing a dedicatory letter to 
Leander of Seville as preface to his Commentary on Job, expressed 
his preference for the new translation, but remarked that as 
occasion arose he would use the witness sometimes of the old 
version and sometimes of the new, and at about the same date 
Leander’s brother, Isidore, could write of Jerome’s translation 
as being generally used in the churches everywhere. Yet the 
Old-Latin version of the Gospels was still being copied in the 
sixth or seventh centuries, as we may see from the Codex 
Valerianus which is believed to have been written at that time in 
northern Italy or possibly in Illyrium. This copy of the Gospels, 
written in good uncials, may have been associated with 
Freising in Bavaria where some of the books of the Old Testa- 
ment were being copied in the Old-Latin version as late as the 
eighth or ninth centuries.‘ Yet, even with the further wide- 
spread acceptance of Jerome’s Vulgate in the western church, it 
would be wrong to envisage the Bible of Bede’s age as comprising 
two distinct and instantly recognisable versions, the Old-Latin 
version and the new version of Jerome. It was seldom that the 
complete Bible was copied in its entirety and, with the multi- 
plication of copies of individual books made by scribes of 
varying skill and accuracy from exemplars of differing date 
and origin, anything like uniformity could never have been 
achieved. What was at base an Old-Latin text might be 
corrected against Jerome’s translation and equally his own new 
version might be corrupted in varying degree by Old-Latin 
readiugs. 

There can be no doubt that copies of the Gospels, as well as 
of other parts of both the Old and the New Testaments, were 
circulating in Britain during the time of the Roman occupation, 
or that they continued to circulate in those western parts of the 
country which did not pass into English occupation, but we have 
no surviving fragment of any book, Biblical or otherwise, which 
is known to have been used in Britain during the Roman 
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occupation. Queen Bertha’s Frankish chaplain, Liudhard, 
would certainly have had a copy of the Gospels, as well as 
service-books, for use in the church of St Martin at Canterbury 
in the services which were being held there before the arrival of 
Augustine. Even without the direct testimony of Bede that 
Gregory sent Augustine codices plurimos,5 we would have been 
bound to presume the accumulation of a number of books at 
Canterbury, and also some at Rochester, in the decade following 
597. These would be Italian books, likely to have been written 
in the uncial script commonly in use in the Mediterranean 
countries in this age, and during the seventh century such 
Italian books in England would increase both in their total 
number and in the area of their distribution, first by the 
extension of the Roman mission to Northumbria and later by 
the activities of Benedict Biscop as he accumulated books for the 
Wearmouth and Jarrow libraries. We may also think it certain 
that books would be brought to England by Theodore and 
Hadrian, by Wilfrid, and by some of the many anonymous 
Englishmen who made pilgrimages to Rome in the seventh 
century. 

There still survives, in varying degree of completeness, a 
small number of these Mediterranean books which were being 
used in England in the seventh century and which may have 
served as models for copies written subsequently in English 
scriptoria. One of these, a copy of the four Gospels written 
according to Jerome’s text and held by palaeographers to have 
been written in Italy in the sixth century, used formerly to 
belong to St Augustine’s monastery at Canterbury. Knowing 
this, and knowing also that it bears upon it alterations to the 
original text which prove that it was certainly in England by 
Bede’s lifetime at the latest, we surely need not hesitate to 
accept the Canterbury tradition that it had once belonged to 
Augustine himself.* This book, now in Cambridge and com- 
monly known as the Gospels of St Augustine, is textually related to 
another copy of the Gospels believed to have been written in 
Italy in the seventh century and known to have been in England 
by the eighth. Now preserved in Oxford, this Gospel Book 
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bears a marginal addition on one of its pages written in an 
Anglo-Saxon hand and referring to St Chad. Perhaps it was at 
one time connected with Lichfield, but if so we do not know 
how or when it got there, nor do we know anything about how 
it reached England in the first place. There were close, if 
somewhat unhappy, relations between Lichfield and Canter- 
bury in the eighth century and it is easy to envisage circum- 
stances in which an Italian book belonging to the library at 
Canterbury might have got to Lichfield.? A third copy of the 
Gospels, written in an Italian uncial hand of the sixth century 
and now commonly known as the Burchard Gospels, has 
particularly interesting associations with Bede’s monastery. 
Again we know nothing of the way in which it reached England 
or of its journey to its present home in Wiirzburg, though we 
may guess that it was among the books which went from 
England to the continent in the train of English missionaries in 
the eighth century. The particular interest of this book is that, 
having apparently become defective, it was restored by the 
addition of some twelve folios to replace the lost parts. The 
handwriting of these additional folios is characteristic of the 
Wearmouth/Jarrow scriptorium during Bede’s lifetime.® 

Other manuscripts, though not themselves of Italian origin, 
nevertheless give interesting evidence of Italian, and particularly 
South Italian, influence upon the texts of the Gospels associated 
directly or indirectly with Northumbria. It was common 
practice for at least the more elaborate of the Gospels to contain 
such subsidiary material as the Letter to Pope Damasus, 
his Prologue to the Gospels, the Eusebian Canon tables and 
tables for feast days for lessons associated with each of the four 
Gospels. All these are found, for example, in the Lindisfarne 
Gospels. It has long been recognised that the table of feast days 
in the Lindisfarne Gospels includes certain festivals which are 
associated with the neighbourhood of Naples, in particular the 
nativity of St Januarius who vas martyred in the Diocletianic 
persecutions and came to be honoured as the patron saint of 
Naples. The same list of Neapolitan feasts is also found in 
another, probably Northumbrian, copy of the Gospels which is 
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textually akin to the Lindisfarne Gospels.® A similar association 
is disclosed by a scribal note on the famous Echternach Gospels, 
now in Paris, which are held to have been written either in 
Northumbria itself or in Echternach, the Anglo-Saxon monast- 
tery founded by the Northumbrian missionary Willibald.!° The 
note (f. 222v) records that the text has been collated with a 
manuscript from the library of Eugippius which was itself 
believed to have belonged to Jerome. We are not to interpret 
this note as referring to the Echternach Gospels themselves, but 
rather as having been copied from the exemplar which the 
Echternach scribe was using. Eugippius (d. 535) was abbot of 
Lucullanum near Naples, and the scribal note on the Echter- 
nach Gospels is good evidence that somewhere in their ancestry 
there lies a Neapolitan Gospel Book of at least early sixth- 
century date. These and other indications allow us to recognise 
an Italo-Northumbrian version of Jerome’s Gospels in contrast 
with an ‘Irish’ text which we also find circulating in North- 
umbria, though it would be wrong to make too rigid a dis- 
tinction. Another eighth-century manuscript of the Gospels 
believed to have been written in Northumbria, and now in 
Durham, presents the first three Gospels in a text of the Irish 
type, whereas the fourth Gospel is of the Italian type found in 
the Lindisfarne Gospels and the Codex Amiatinus.”! 

At a very early date, believed to be c. A.D. 150, the Assyrian 
Gnostic writer Tatian compiled a single continuous narrative of 
the life of Christ from the four separate Gospels. This work, 
known as the Diatessaron or Harmony of the Gospels, came to 
enjoy a wide circulation in the Syrian-speaking churches. A 
sixth-century Latin Diatessaron survives in an Italian manu- 
script of very particular interest.12 Written in Italy, and perhaps 
at Capua, for Victor, bishop of Capua 541-54, this manuscript 
was read, corrected and annotated by Victor himself who added 
his signature in two places and dated his entries 546 and 547. 
The manuscript bears upon it marginal additions and corrections 
made in an insular uncial hand dated to the eighth century, as 
well as in an Anglo-Saxon minuscule of the type used at Fulda in 
the ninth century. There can be no doubt that the book had 
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come into Anglo-Saxon hands by the eighth century, and it is 
possible that by that date it had already reached its present 
home, Fulda, the monastery founded by the West Saxon 
missionary Boniface. It may be that this notable book was 
among other Italian works brought to England in the seventh 
or eighth centuries and taken thence to Germany by Anglo- 
Saxon missionaries. On the other hand it may have travelled 
directly to Fulda from Italy. 

Although copies of the Gospels comprise far the greater part 
of all the manuscripts which had English associations during the 
age of Bede, other works are found among the books imported 
from the Mediterranean. The library of Durham Cathedral 
contains a fragment of Maccabees written in an Italian uncial 
hand of the sixth century,!® and at Wiirzburg there is preserved 
the oldest surviving uncial manuscript which is known to have 
been in England at an early stage in its history. This manu- 
script, of Jerome’s Commentary on Ecclestastes,4 written in an 
Italian uncial hand of the fifth century, bears upon its flyleaf 
(f. 1) an Anglo-Saxon inscription of the eighth century recording 
that the book belonged to Abbess Cuthswith — Cuthsuurthae boec 
thaerae abbatissan. An authentic charter issued in 693 records a 
grant of land by Oshere, king of the Hwicce, to a certain Abbess 
Cuthswith for the building of a monastery in a place which 
cannot be exactly located but which lay in the west midlands, 
probably in Warwickshire.15 We cannot be certain that the two 
are identical, but the records do not tell of any other abbess of 
the same name at the appropriate date. A fifth-century Italian 
copy of a work originally written by Jerome, coming into the 
possession of an English abbess by ¢. 700, and subsequently 
finding its way to Wiirzburg, where it may already have been by 
the tenth century, is a striking instance of the way in which 
manuscripts travelled in this age, as also of the general flow of 
intellectual currents from the eastern Mediterranean to Italy, 
to England and then on to a Germany still emerging from 
paganism. Moreover the book warns us against supposing that 
intellectual activities were being pursued only in those monast- 
eries whose history is known to us, and the happy chance that 
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led to the addition of a one-time owner’s name tells us that 
there were women as well as men engaging in Biblical studies in 
the age of Bede. 
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The Northumbrian Bible 


The presentation of the complete Latin Bible raised editorial 
problems as well as problems of translation, and it was to this 
aspect of Biblical studies that Cassiodorus devoted much time at 
Vivarium in southern Italy. We have already noted his descrip- 
tion of the three Bibles to be found in the library there — one in 
nine separate volumes, a second contained in a single volume of 
smaller writing, and a third, also in a single volume but a larger 
book written in clearer writing.! We have also seen that this last 
Bible, now known as the Codex Grandior, was used by Bede. It 
was presumably the sight of a complete copy of the whole Bible 
in a single volume which prompted Abbot Ceolfrith to a similar 
undertaking. His anonymous biographer records how he splend- 
idly enlarged the collection of books which either he himself or 
Benedict Biscop had brought from Rome and how ‘amongst 
other things he caused three pandects to be transcribed, two of 
which he placed in the churches of his two monasteries, so that 
all who wished to read any chapter of either Testament might 
easily find what they wanted, whilst, as to the third, he decided 
when he was about to go to Rome, to offer it as a gift to St 
Peter, prince of the apostles.’? Bede, describing the same 
undertaking, writes that Ceolfrith ‘added three pandects of the 
new translation to the one of the old translation which he had 
brought from Rome. On going back to Rome in his old age he 
took one of them with him as a present among other gifts, and 
he left the other two, one to each of his monasteries.’* A later 
passage in the anonymous life of Ceolfrith records how after his 
death and burial at Langres in Burgundy in 716, some of his 
companions continued the journey to Rome to deliver the gifts 
which he had been taking. ‘Among these gifts there was the 
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pandect, as we have said, translated from the Hebrew and 
Greek sources according to the interpretation of the blessed 
priest Jerome.’ At the beginning of this pandect there stood some 
verses whose text is given in full by the author of the anonymous 
Life and which conveyed pledges of devoted affection for St 
Peter from ‘Ceolfrith, abbot from the farthest limits of the 
English’ — Ceolfridus Anglorum extremts de finibus abbas. 

We may note the distinction which Bede makes between the 
uetusta translatio, that is the Old-Latin version, of which Ceolfrith 
had brought a copy back from Rome, and the noua translatio, the 
translation by Jerome which formed the basis of the three new 
pandects which Ceolfrith caused to be made. So far as we know 
the only occasion when Ceolfrith visited Rome was when he 
accompanied Benedict Biscop on the journey of 678-9, and it 
was presumably then that he acquired a copy of the Old-Latin 
Bible. This Bible acquired by Ceolfrith was evidently not the 
Codex Grandior of Cassiodorus since the latter contained the 
Old Testament in the form revised by Jerome from the Hexapla. 
It is evident that Bede had seen and used the Codex Grandior, 
but it does not follow that it belonged to the Jarrow library, 
since it would not have been difficult for Bede to have borrowed 
it ifit had been, for example, at Lindisfarne. Although we know 
that the three pandects had been completed before 716 when 
Abbot Ceolfrith set off for Rome with one of them, we cannot 
say exactly when they were made, save that they were not begun 
until after Ceolfrith became sole abbot of the two monasteries 
in 688. Bede’s words seem to imply that the pandect which 
Ceolfrith took with him on his journey had already been 
completed some years before he set out for Rome in his old age, 
and we might be wiser to think of such an ambitious under- 
taking as belonging to Ceolfrith’s middle years rather than to 
his old age. 

The two pandects which were put in the churches at Wear- 
mouth and Jarrow have perished with the exception of a few 
leaves of which some were used as wrappers for account books of 
the reign of Edward the Sixth and another was found in a 
bookshop at no great distance from Jarrow.‘ The survival of 
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these few leaves suggests that the two pandects themselves may 
well have remained complete, though not necessarily in their 
original homes, until the time of the Reformation. The book 
which was taken on to Rome after Ceolfrith’s death at Langres 
in 716 found its way to the abbey of Monte Amiata whence it 
was removed to Florence in 1782, and there it is still preserved 
in its entirety in the Laurentian library. This book, universally 
known as the Codex Amiatinus, comprises more than 1000 
leaves, each of them measuring more than 20 inches high by 
more than 13 inches across. Written in a number of sections by 
several scribes in an uncial script of remarkable elegance and 
beauty it must surely rank among the most important manu- 
scripts surviving from the early middle ages of western Europe, 
not only for its great palaeographical interest and for its testi- 
mony to the civilisation of the age which produced it, but also 
because it is the earliest surviving complete Latin Bible.5 

The Latin verses which the author of Ceolfrith’s Life des- 
cribed as standing at the head of the book still remain, though 
their superficial content does not now correspond exactly with 
their original content. Towards the end of the ninth century, 
when the book had been in Italy for almost two hundred years, 
Peter the Lombard, abbot of the monastery of Monte Amiata, 
erased Ceolfrith’s name from the dedicatory inscription and 
inserted his own in its place, so that instead of Ceolfndus 
Anglorum the reader now sees the name Petrus Langobardorum. It 
was an Italian scholar who, towards the end of the nineteenth 
century, first revealed the machinations of Peter the Lombard 
by showing that his name had been inserted into the space left 
by the erasure of Abbot Ceolfrith’s name. In its general external 
form the Codex Amiatinus, and presumably the sister pandects 
as well, appears to have been modelled closely upon the Codex 
Grandior of Cassiodorus, not merely in the arrangement of its 
text, but also in the use of some illustrations. A well-known 
picture on one of the earlier folios of the book shows a seated 
scribe who is identified by a Latin distich in the upper margin 
of the page as Ezra making good the damage done to the sacred 
books of Scripture by the sword of the enemy. Whatever the 
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historical truth may have been, Jewish tradition represents Ezra 
as the great priest and scribe who was responsible for settling 
the canon of Jewish Scripture by his work as a restorer, cor- 
rector and editor of the texts. There is an obvious parallel 
between the work traditionally achieved by Ezra in the fifth and 
fourth centuries B.C. and the work done by Cassiodorus at 
Vivarium about a thousand years later. Most scholars are 
agreed in thinking that the scribe who is seated and engaged in 
writing in a book which he holds open on his knee, though 
nominally identified with Ezra, is in fact intended to represent 
Cassiodorus himself. In the background there stands an open 
cupboard (armartum) on whose shelves are laid nine volumes, 
surely representing the Vivarium Bible which Cassiodorus 
describes as being assembled by him in nine separate volumes. 
Among the implements lying on the floor there is one much 
smaller book, to be identified with the pandect ‘written in a 
rather smaller hand in 53 gatherings of six folios each in order 
that the compactness of the writing might shorten the inordinate 
length of the copious text’. And finally we may take the work 
upon which the scribe is engaged as the Codex Grandior itself. 
It seems likely that this picture should be regarded as a copy 
made in Jarrow or Wearmouth of what was originally the 
frontispiece of the Codex Grandior from Vivarium. 

Although in its general format the Codex Amiatinus seems to 
have been based on the Codex Grandior as its model, this was 
not the case with the text of the Bible which it contains and 
which is derived from a variety of different exemplars. The 
Gospels present a good text of the Vulgate, closely related to the 
text found in the Lindisfarne Gospels, as well as in other North- 
umbrian manuscripts, and having characteristics which suggest 
that it was based on an exemplar from southern Italy in the 
neighbourhood of Naples. There are likely to have been Italian 
manuscripts available for many of the other books of the Bible 
as well, but the Psalms seem to be based on a rather poor Irish 
text. The work which Ceolfrith put in hand in the making of 
the three great pandects was not merely the mechanical copying 
of a number of separate manuscripts so as to make three single 
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and identical copies of the whole Bible each in one volume. 
More than that, it was the completion of a revised and edited 
version of the whole Bible based on the best available manu- 
scripts. Ceolfrith himself is likely to have directed the whole of 
this undertaking, as Cassiodorus had directed a similar under- 
taking at Vivarium, and we may regard the sole surviving 
pandect as the outcome of long and laborious textual and 
editorial work undertaken at Wearmouth and Jarrow in the 
closing years of the seventh century, a necessary preliminary to 
the great work of Biblical commentary to which Bede devoted 
the greater part of his studies in the early decades of the eighth. 

When Ceolfrith took the pandect with him as he set off for 
Rome, in the hope of spending his last days there, he surely did 
not take it only as an example of work which was being done in 
an English scriptorium, but rather as the most valuable gift 
which he could offer to the church of St Peter in Rome, and as 
representing in his sight the greatest achievement of the monast- 
ery whose abbot he had been for so many years — nothing less 
than a new edition of the Bible which, as the picture of the 
scribe plainly tells, could claim to rank with the earlier achieve- 
ments of Cassiodorus and Ezra. The next major revision of the 
Latin Bible, made at the beginning of the ninth century, was 
also the work of a Northumbrian scholar. It was undertaken at 
the request of Charlemagne by Alcuin who had been born in 
Northumbria and received his education in the school at York 
which first achieved distinction under the direction of Bede’s 
pupil, Egbert, and which seems to have rivalled, and perhaps 
superseded, Wearmouth and Jarrow after the death of Bede, as 
the chief centre of intellectual studies in England during the 
second half of the eighth century. 

We may think it unlikely that there were many, if indeed any, 
other centres of Biblical studies which, like Vivarium in the days 
of Cassiodorus and Wearmouth and Jarrow in the days of Bede, 
possessed no less than three complete copies of the whole Bible. 
There remain five volumes and parts of a sixth of the Old 
Testament written at Corbie at the order of Abbot Maurdramn 
who was in office 772-81 and they may represent the surviving 
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parts of a complete Bible.” Corbie itself, in Picardy, was 
originally founded, as was Chelles, by Balthild, the English 
queen of Clovis II. Dating from the later eighth or early ninth 
century there survive the Le Puy Bible, thought to have been 
written for Theodulf, bishop of Orléans (d. 821) and also a 
Bible from the scriptorium at Tours and now preserved at St 
Gall.* But if the complete Bible was rare, copies of the Gospels 
were undoubtedly very numerous. There still survive, in 
conditions varying from the complete to the mere scrap re-used 
for the binding of a later work, some 30-35 manuscripts of the 
Gospels which are believed to have been written in England 
alone in the seventh or eighth centuries. Statistical precision 1s 
not possible since we cannot always distinguish with certainty 
between a manuscript written in England and another written 
abroad by an English scribe. Three of these Gospel manu- 
scripts have been attributed to the Wearmouth/Jarrow 
scriptorium,® one is from Lindisfarne and some fifteen others are 
thought to be Northumbrian in general. Of the others, two seem 
to have associations with the west midlands near the Welsh 
border,!® and three with southern England, perhaps Canter- 
bury.1! 

Although we may suppose that the copies of the Gospels 
which were in daily use in the many monasteries and churches 
of Bede’s age were for the most part plain and unadorned texts, 
there were other copies for whose enrichment scribes and artists 
gave the utmost of their very considerable skills. Not only was 
honour thus done to the sacred text itself, but the ignorant and 
the illiterate were the more impressed by the splendid appearance 
of the Word of God. Wilfrid’s motive in securing for his church 
at Ripon a copy of the Gospels all written in letters of gold on 
purple parchment was doubtless the same as prompted the 
missionary Boniface to write from Germany to Eadburga, 
abbess in Thanet, asking her to have made for him a copy of the 
Epistles of St Peter written in letters of gold so that reverence 
for the Scriptures might be visibly impressed upon the worldly 
minded people to whom he was preaching.’* 

The Italian Gospel Book which is believed to have belonged 
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to St Augustine of Canterbury was originally enriched with a 
series of miniatures, although only two of these now survive, one 
of them containing a series of twelve small scenes representing 
incidents in the life of Christ from the entry into Jerusalem to the 
carrying of the Cross to Golgotha by Simon of Cyrene, and the 
other portraying St Luke seated upon a chair within an alcove, 
with the head and forequarters of a winged calf, carrying a book 
between his forepaws, above him.!* Although the Crucifixion is 
represented in one early Northumbrian Gospel Book,‘ it never 
became part of the English tradition in Bede’s time to show 
scenes from the life of Christ such as are found in St Augustine’s 
Italian book. But the portrayal of the evangelists became a 
regular feature, each of the four being normally shown at the 
beginning of his Gospel, and each accompanied either on the 
same or on the adjacent leaf by the appropriate evangelistic 
symbol whose origins lay ultimately in the description in the 
Book of Revelation of the four beasts who sat about the throne: 
“And the first beast was like a lion, and the second beast like a 
calf, and the third beast had a face as a man, and the fourth 
beast was like a flying eagle.’!® In England in the seventh 
century these symbols, sometimes shown complete and some- 
times only as half of the creature, are found associated respect- 
ively with Mark, Luke, Matthew and John. Bede interpreted 
the four symbols as representing Christ, the man and the calf 
standing for the humility of His incarnation and sacrifice, the 
lion and the eagle for the courage and sublimity of His resur- 
rection and ascension into Heaven.1® 

One of the most striking manifestations of the Hiberno-Saxon 
civilisation of the world of Bede is now to be found in the series 
of richly decorated Gospel Books associated with Ireland, 
England and centres of missionary activity abroad. The diffi- 
culty of establishing the date and place at which these books 
were produced has led to continuing discussion which in most 
cases can hardly result in more than approximate answers. 
Saving the sixth-century Gospels used by St Augustine at 
Canterbury, the earliest of these illuminated copies of the 
Gospels which we can place in an historical context is the book 
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which Wilfrid gave to his new church at Ripon in the 670s. 
Though it does not now survive this book consisted of an 
illuminated copy of the Gospels written in letters of gold on 
parchment dyed purple, and the words in which Eddius 
describes it!” imply that it was newly-made at Wilfrid’s orders, 
and not an old book obtained from some other church or lib- 
rary. Gospels written on purple parchment are found in four 
manuscripts dating from the late fifth or early sixth centuries. 
All are now preserved in Italy — at Brescia, Naples, Sarezzano 
and Trent — and all are believed to have been written in Italy, 
probably in the north.2® Three of the four contain the pre- 
Jerome version of the Gospels, and in all four the text is written 
in letters of silver, with gold used only occasionally, as in the 
Nomina Sacra, the openings of the Gospels and so forth. There is 
no evidence for the presentation of the Gospels in this way 
outside Italy before the date of Wilfrid’s Ripon Gospels, and 
perhaps we ought to think of Wilfrid’s order being completed in 
some north Italian scriptorium. One English manuscript of the 
eighth century contains four purple leaves and makes some use 
of gold and silver.1® From the late eighth or the early ninth 
centuries there are two ‘purple’ Gospel Books of which both are 
thought to have been written in close association with Charle- 
magne’s court. One of the two, now at Abbeville, is written in 
gold, and the other, now in Vienna, is written mostly in gold 
but with some silver.?° This last, which was kept at Aachen 
until 1798, was the book on which German kings and emperors 
used to take their Coronation oath. It is very likely that Alcuin, 
who was closely concerned with the revision of the Bible at 
Charlemagne’s school, himself saw the Ripon Gospels and it 
may well have been his influence which prompted the writing 
of these sumptuous books in Charlemagne’s time. 

It is possible that the Book of Durrow, now in Dublin, which 
contains a Vulgate text, but not the Italo-Northumbrian type, 
may be earlier than the Ripon Gospels, and there is a good case 
for believing that it was written and illuminated in a scriptorium 
of Irish rather than English background, possibly at Durrow 
itself, though there were certainly Irish monasteries outside 
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Ireland where such a work could have been produced in the 
seventh century.2! The book itself, with some of its abstract 
designs showing a remarkably close resemblance to patterns 
found on English jewellery from the ship-burial at Sutton Hoo, 
is at once a reminder that Irish missionaries had worked in East 
Anglia and a warning against the dangers of thinking that the 
civilisation of this age was characterised by modern notions of 
‘Irish’ or ‘English’ nationalism. Among later illuminated 
Gospels certainly produced in Ireland are the Book of Mac 
Regol,?? now in Oxford, which is held to have been written and 
illuminated by Mac Regol, Abbot of Birr of Offaly, who died in 
822 and the Book of Kells in Dublin, which 1s attributed to the 
eighth or ninth centuries.2* The Gospels now at Lichfield, and 
sometimes known as the St Chad Gospels, are thought to belong 
to the age of Bede but, although the book is known to have been 
in Wales by the ninth century or earlier, its place of origin is 
uncertain.2* The Codex Aureus which contains the Gospels 
written in an English uncial hand of the eighth century and is 
now preserved in Stockholm, was presented to Christ Church, 
Canterbury, after having been recovered from a band of Viking 
raiders into whose hands it had fallen in the ninth century, and 
it may have been at Canterbury that the book was originally 
written.*> Other illuminated copies of the Gospels either found 
their way abroad with Irish or English missionaries, or else were 
produced in the scriptoria of continental houses founded by 
them. Among these are the Irish St Gall Gospels and two 
English books of the seventh or eighth centuries, known as the 
Echternach Gospels, now in Paris, and the Maihingen Gospels, 
now at Schloss Harburg in Germany.?® 

There is no surviving Gospel Book of this richly illuminated 
type, whether complete or fragmentary which can be attributed 
with certainty to the Wearmouth/Jarrow scriptorium, but the 
Codex Amiatinus, and other Jarrow manuscripts, offer 
sufficient evidence that there were scribes and artists in Bede’s 
monastery who were capable of producing work of the highest 
quality, comparable with that to be found in the book which 
many would regard as the noblest of all the surviving manu- 
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scripts from the age of Bede — the Lindisfarne Gospels.2? When 
we reflect how little has survived from a library which is likely 
to have numbered hundreds of volumes it would be unwise to 
assume that nothing similar was to be found at Wearmouth or 
Jarrow. In the tenth century a priest of the church of St 
Cuthbert wrote an interlinear English gloss to the Latin text of 
the Lindisfarne Gospels, as a help to those who in that later age 
had little Latin, and at the end of the Gospel of St John he 
added, also in English, a short account of the origin of the book 
itself. ‘Eadfrith, bishop of the Lindisfarne church, originally 
wrote this book, for God and St Cuthbert and, jointly, for all 
the saints whose relics are in the island. And Ethiluald, bishop 
of the Lindisfarne islanders, impressed it on the outside and 
covered it — as well he knew how to do.” Aldred added that an 
anchorite called Billfrith adorned it on the outside with gold and 
silver and precious stones. The two bishops named in this 
account held office, the first 698-721 and the second 721-40, 
and we need have no hesitation in accepting the authenticity of 
their association with the book itself. Aldred’s word ‘wrote’ 
(awrat) can be interpreted in several different ways, but it is 
currently claimed by those who have made the most detailed 
study of the book that it was produced in a relatively short 
period, perhaps two years, of sustained work by a single man 
who himself not only wrote the text, but also produced the 
illuminations, and that that man was Bishop Eadfrith himself. 
This must remain a matter of opinion, but we can certainly 
believe that the book was produced at Lindisfarne, that Bishop 
Eadfrith was concerned in its production and that it was 
completed shortly before or shortly after 700. 

The Lindisfarne Gospels offer an almost unlimited number of 
topics for discussion. The book is the only one in the whole 
series of Hiberno-Saxon illuminated Gospels which can be 
closely located both in place and in date. Artistic analysis of its 
richly varied illumination reveals much that is Celtic and 
something that is English, while its portraiture of the evangelists 
takes us back to a south Italian Gospel Book which in its turn 
had received some Greek influences. Such portraits were of 
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course based on standard models and were only original in a 
limited sense. We ought not to forget that there were portraits 
of the Apostles hanging in Bede’s churches. ‘The text, written in 
an outstandingly beautiful half-uncial script, represents an 
excellent version of Jerome’s Vulgate, resembling that of the 
Codex Amiatinus, but not derived directly from it. The book 
contains liturgical indications showing honour to certain saints 
associated with southern Italy and particularly with the 
neighbourhood of Naples. Reflecting on these and many other 
aspects of this manuscript, we can see the Lindisfarne Gospels as 
being in some sense a distillation of the history of the Christian 
church among the English from the days of Augustine’s arrival 
in Canterbury until the death of Cuthbert on Farne in 687. Yet 
Bede’s contemporaries would not have regarded the book in 
this light. It was a book written expressly for “God and St 
Cuthbert’ and for all the saints whose relics were kept and 
honoured in the island of Lindisfarne, and in this light we ought to 
see it as one aspect of a phenomenon which played a part of great 
importance in the western church of its age — the cult of the saint. 

Cuthbert died in his hermitage on Farne in 687 and almost 
from the very moment of his death we can trace the beginnings 
of a cult which made St Cuthbert perhaps the most renowned of 
all English saints. In the later Middle Ages, as the patron 
beneath whose banner the northern English defended his 
patrimony against the Scots, he outstripped in fame the other 
two English saints who had been his chief rivals in the twelfth 
century — St Edmund of Bury and St Audrey of Ely. Cuthbert’s 
body was taken from his hermitage to Lindisfarne and there, the 
head wrapped in a cloth and the unconsecrated host placed 
upon the breast, it was dressed in priest’s robes, its feet were 
shod and the whole enveloped in a waxed shroud. Thus 
prepared, the body was placed in a stone coffin in the church of 
St Peter on the right side of the altar. Eleven years later on the 
anniversary of his death, 20 March 608, it was decided that the 
coffin should be opened and when this was done it was found 
that the body had been preserved uncorrupt — like the body of 
St Audrey at Ely which was similarly disinterred, and the 
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garments in which it had been clothed were as new. The 
remains were then buried afresh, but instead of being put back 
in their original sarcophagus, they were placed in a light chest 
above the ground where they could be venerated, and within a 
very short period the fame of Cuthbert’s incorruptible body 
with its miraculous powers began to spread across England and 
also over the sea to the continent.?§ 

The later history of the relics — the flight from Lindisfarne in 
875 before the danger of Viking attacks, the seven years of 
wandering, the settlement first at Chester-le-Street and then at 
Durham, the translation of the remains in 1104, the destruction 
of the shrine in 1542, the re-opening of the coffin in 1827 and 
the treatment of the surviving relics themselves in the 1950s — 
all these mark later stages in the history of the cult.?® The con- 
tinuing veneration of the saint throughout the middle ages has 
resulted in the survival of much, in addition to the Lindisfarne 
Book itself, that must have been seen by the monks of Wear- 
mouth and Jarrow, if not also by Bede himself. We still have the 
small gold pectoral cross, with a garnet at its centre, which 
Cuthbert wore during his lifetime and which was buried with 
his body in 687. We also have the wooden reliquary-coffin in 
which the body was placed on the occasion of the first translation 
of the remains in 698. Made of oak boards, it is uniquely 
interesting not only because of its direct association with the 
saint, but also because, although now comprising many small 
fragments of wood, it is the only large carved wooden object 
which has substantially survived from the whole of the Anglo- 
Saxon period. The lid bears the figure of Christ, together with 
the four creatures representing the four Evangelists whose 
names are cut, each near to the appropriate symbol, in either 
the Latin or the runic alphabet. The twelve Apostles are carved 
along one side and five archangels along the other. At one end 
were the two archangels, Michael and Gabriel, and at the other 
the Virgin and Child. We know that there were other objects 
within the coffin, including a small piece of oak decorated with 
embossed silver and used as an altar, and a bone comb, so plain 
and unadorned that it seems unlikely to have been placed 
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among the relics unless it had belonged to the saint himself. 
Nothing has survived of Cuthbert’s own vestments, and it 
seems likely that the fragments of figured silks of Byzantine or 
Persian origin found in the coffin represent the gifts of later 
pilgrims to the shrine, as do the stole and maniple skilfully 
embroidered in gold threads by the ladies of the West Saxon 
court in the early years of the tenth century. 

The translation and enshrining of the relics and the com- 
position of the great illuminated Book of the Gospels were 
accompanied, or soon followed, by the writing of a Life of the 
saint himself by one of the monks of Lindisfarne whose name is 
not known to us. On these foundations the cult grew rapidly, 
furthered by a considerable contribution from Wearmouth and 
Jarrow. The coffin reliquary had been originally fitted with a 
wooden lid resting upon three transverse bars and offering a 
secure place on which small gifts for the shrine could be placed 
without disturbing the saint himself. When the relics were again 
translated in 1104 there was found lying on this inner lid a book 
which is now identified with a copy of the Gospel of St John 
commonly known as the Stonyhurst Gospel.®° Still preserving 
its original binding, it was written by a master scribe whose 
skill and scholarly care has left us a text which is as accurate as 
it is beautiful. It is in form a real miniature, with the writing on 
each page covering an area less than a sixth part of a single 
page of the Codex Amiatinus. This book was written, not at 
Lindisfarne, but at either Wearmouth or Jarrow during Bede’s 
lifetime. We hear nothing about its association with St Cuthbert 
earlier than 1104, and it can only be matter for conjecture 
whether the book was used by Cuthbert himself during his life- 
time, in which case we must suppose it to have been written before 
687, or whether it was a gift in later years from Abbot Ceolfrith. 

The Latin Bible, with Jerome’s version of the Gospels and the 
Roman Psalter, were the foundations of Christianity in England 
in the seventh and eighth centuries. Bede certainly recognised 
the importance of Hebrew for a proper understanding of the 
Bible, but the claim formerly made that he himself knew the 
language rested on a mistaken interpretation of his phrase iuxta 
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Hebratcam veritatem and his references to certain Hebrew words in 
a passage in his school-book De Schematibus et Tropis. Both in 
this passage, and also in passages in the De Temporum Ratione, 
where, for example, he writes of following hebraicam magis 
veritatem quam lxx translatorum editionem,*' the distinction which he 
was making was between Jerome’s translation from the Hebrew 
original and the antiqua translatio made from the Greek of the 
Septuagint. Any gleanings of Hebrew that Bede may have 
gathered reached him through Jerome rather than directly from 
any Hebrew source. On the other hand it is possible that the 
Greek Septuagint itself was sometimes used by Bede, and it is 
certain not only that he used a Greek version of Acts, but also 
that at least in later life, he knew enough Greek to be able to 
make effective comparisons between the Greek and Latin 
versions before him. We still possess the Greek copy of Acts 
which Bede himself is believed to have used when writing his 
Retractions on Acts in his later years. Now in Oxford, the book is 
thought to have been originally written somewhere in Sardinia 
in the sixth century. After Bede had used it, it found its way in 
the eighth century to Hornbach in the diocese of Metz, and 
thence to the cathedral of Wiirzburg, whose first bishop was an 
English follower of the great West Saxon missionary, Boniface.** 
Whether or not there were Greek versions of other Biblical 
books in the library at Jarrow, the use of any part of the Bible 
in Greek would have been limited to a very small number of 
scholars in England, including perhaps that Tobias, bishop of 
Rochester who had learnt Greek at the Canterbury school 
during the archbishopric of Theodore and is said to have been 
as fluent in Latin and Greek as in his own tongue. Theodore 
himself, a Greek by birth as well as by education, seems certain to 
have brought parts at least of the Greek Bible to Canterbury.*® 

Latin, however, remained the language of scholarship and 
Biblical studies throughout Bede’s lifetime and beyond. The 
part played by English, over and above its function as the 
medium of everyday speech, is not easy to determine. It was 
certainly used, as we have seen, to convey the content of Biblical 
stories in poetic form to those who had no Latin, but, save for 


[234] 


THE NORTHUMBRIAN BIBLE 


the brief Hymn to Creation composed by GCaedmon, no Anglo- 
Saxon poetry, whether religious or otherwise, survives in any 
manuscript as old as the time of Bede. Yet Bede realised that if 
the elementary teachings of Christianity were to be made more 
widely known, they would need to be presented to the English 
in their own language. Although when homilies were committed 
to writing Latin was the language used, we may surely suppose 
that preaching to ordinary people was in English. Apart from 
the illiterate mass of the people who certainly knew no Latin, 
Bede was well aware that there were clerics and monks who 
were likewise ignorant of Latin. Such people were to be 
encouraged to repeat at least the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed in 
their own language, and to this end Bede himself had often 
given translations of both to those who had no Latin.** Bede’s 
last work, completed only on his deathbed, was an English 
translation of part of the Gospel according to St John.*® None of 
this translation now survives, but it was, so far as we know, the 
first attempt to present any part of the Bible itself in English. 
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Grammarians 


Bede, as we have seen, was by his own testimony seven years old 
when he was entrusted for his education to the care of Benedict 
Biscop at Wearmouth which had been founded in 673, only a 
year or so after his birth. He was about seventeen when Benedict 
Biscop died in 689, and by that date he had already been in the 
care of Abbot Ceolfrith at Jarrow for some years. Since we know 
that Benedict had been frequently called away from the 
monastery to attend to the king’s business, we may suspect that 
it was Ceolfrith who was mainly responsible for Bede’s edu- 
cation. Beyond his early skill as a singer, witnessed by the 
incident of the plague at Jarrow in 686, we know nothing 
directly about these early years of Bede’s life before his ordin- 
ation as deacon in his nineteenth year, c. 691. Nevertheless, 
against the background of education and scholarship in western 
Europe as a whole, we can infer something about the means 
which enabled him later in his life to indulge his delight in 
learning, teaching or writing. Bede’s parents were not to know 
that the age of seven was of significance within the educational 
system of the Roman empire, where it marked the transition 
from the child (tnfans) to the boy (puer) who at the age of 
fourteen became a young man (adolescens) but when Bede 
himself came later to read Gregory’s Commentary on Job, he 
would find the same threefold division between infancy, when 
the infant, though living innocently, does not know how to give 
expression to his innocence, the age of boyhood when the boy is 
able to put into words what he wants to say, and the age of 
adolescence which marks the beginning of labour.! 
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Before the collapse of the western Empire, the earliest edu- 
cation outside the home was acquired through the grammar 
schools which concerned themselves with the basic elements of 
literacy, as well as with more advanced subjects such as the 
exposition of texts and grammatical analysis. At a later stage 
pupils could pass to the schools of the rhetors where, over a 
period of four to six years, they were taught those oratorical 
skills which would enable them to play their part in a society 
whose governors exercised their authority far more by the 
spoken than by the written word. Those who professed Christ- 
lanity, whether they intended to live as laymen in the secular 
world, or to enter the church professionally as monks or clerics, 
acquired their education, like other educated people, through 
the grammar schools. Distinct and specifically Christian 
schools did not exist. The extent to which the old system 
deriving from classical antiquity was able to survive in the west 
into the fifth century or later depended upon how greatly 
western imperial society as a whole had been disrupted by the 
barbarian invasions and the growth of the new western king- 
doms. Despite the Vandal invasions, it was still possible for 
classical studies to be pursued in North Africa until the capture 
of Carthage by the Arabs in 698.2 The Goths who entered Spain 
did so as highly Romanised people and the province which they 
occupied, in part, could find room for pagan classical literature 
beside the Christian authors. Isidore’s culture still looked 
backwards beyond the early Christian writers to pagan classical 
antiquity. In Gaul too there were places, particularly in Prov- 
ence and the Rhone valley, and perhaps also in Aquitaine, 
where public teaching in the classical fashion may have con- 
tinued into the later part of the fifth century, but disruption was 
much more severe in the north. However much Gregory of 
Tours may have been troubled by a sense of the inadequacy of 
his education and scholarship, it was he, rather than Isidore, 
who was breaking away from the forms of classical antiquity 
into a primitive freshness. We need not doubt that in Britain 
during the Roman occupation there were schools at least in the 
larger cities, even though the numbers receiving education in 
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them may not have been very large. Latin became the language 
of government, law and administration, as well as of large- 
scale commerce. Moreover it was the only language used for 
writing, save for an occasional inscription written in Greek. To 
the extent that it came to be spoken among the wealthier and 
more cultured elements of Romano-British society, it seems to 
have been characterised by stilted, archaic forms redolent of the 
schoolroom, rather than by the changing Vulgar Latin of other 
parts of the western Empire, particularly Gaul.* Though 
knowledge of Latin survived in western Britain, it is certain that 
no trace of any Romano-British schools survived in those easterly 
parts of the island which passed into Anglo-Saxon hands. 

The decay of the old schools of the classical type was ac- 
companied by the gradual growth of new, specifically Christian 
schools which might be associated with a bishop’s household, 
with a parish priest or with a monastery, but there was an age 
of overlap during which some of those who later acquired re- 
nown as scholars of the church had received their first education 
in the secular schools. Caesarius who held the archbishopric of 
Arles 502-42, had living in his household a number of clerks who 
not only attended the Divine Office in the church, but also 
received instruction, in part from the reading aloud of the 
Scriptures at mealtimes® and in part from discussions in which 
Caesarius himself sought to provoke his pupils to enlarge their 
knowledge by asking more questions, ‘for it is not always the 
cows which run to the calves, but sometimes the calves which 
hasten to the cows so that they may satisfy their hunger from 
the teats of their mothers’.* This kind of education, unlike that 
which had been given in the antique schools, was not designed 
to equip its recipients to play their part in the secular world, but 
to increase their knowledge of the Bible. Caesarius would not 
allow anyone in his church to be ordained deacon before the age 
of thirty, and however much older he might be, he was still not 
to become a deacon before he had read four times through all 
the books of the Old as well as the New Testament.’ Whether or 
not in consequence of the example set by Caesarius of Arles, the 
Spanish bishops, meeting in the Council of Toledo in 527, 
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determined that children intended by their parents for the 
ecclesiastical estate should live in the bishop’s household and be 
educated, under the general oversight of the bishop, by a master 
appointed for that purpose. When they reached the age of 
eighteen they were to be allowed to choose between marriage 
and advancement to higher orders. In Provence at about the 
same date an attempt was made to use the services of priests in 
a similar way. The Council of Vaison, held in 529, enjoined that, 
following the custom which was observed in Italy, priests 
should take young unmarried lectors into their houses and give 
them instruction in the Psalter, in sacred texts and in the Divine 
Law. If any of them later wished to marry, they were not to be 
forbidden to do so.® 

In addition to the schools associated with the households of 
bishops or priests, it is clear that children went in considerable 
numbers and at a young age to be educated by monks or nuns 
in monasteries. When Caesarius of Arles drew up a rule for a 
community of nuns early in the sixth century, he envisaged that 
young girls would be received by the nuns though in general 
they were not to be accepted before the age of six or seven when 
they could begin both to learn and to obey® and we have al- 
ready seen that in Spain Fructuosus contemplated the possibility 
that entire families with their children might enter monast- 
eries.1° The Benedictine Rule itself makes several references to 
children in monasteries, enjoining the graduation of disciplinary 
punishments according to age, so that, for example, those who 
could not understand the full meaning of excommunication 
might rather be punished by fasting or stripes, and commenting 
on the need for all members of the community to keep a close 
and watchful oversight of all the children who had not yet 
reached their fifteenth year." 

Unlike Italy, Spain and France, sixth-century England 
enjoyed neither an active city life nor an organised episcopacy, 
and in these circumstances we can safely assume that it was the 
monastic rather than the episcopal or priestly schools which 
played the chief part in the education of children in the age of 
Bede. Against the English background we can distinguish 
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between children who were sent to a monastery at about the 
age of seven to be educated, but without any assumption that 
they would necessarily become professed monks or nuns, and 
other children who were dedicated by their parents to the 
service of God from an early age and who were not expected to 
return to the secular world. The Benedictine Rule laid down 
the procedure to be followed when parents, whether noble or 
poor, wished to devote to the monastic life a son who was too 
young to be able to make his own petition for admission.?? In 
extreme cases children might be dedicated to the monastic life 
in their earliest infancy, and such a case, in the world of Bede, 
was that of the princess A‘lfled whose mother was the 
first Northumbrian to be baptised and who was dedicated to 
perpetual virginity by her father, King Osuiu, when she was 
scarcely a year old. This dedication in infancy was recalled in 
the epitaph by which after her death she was commemorated in 
her monastery at Whitby.1% Bede writes merely of being 
entrusted by his kinsmen to Abbot Benedict for his education, 
without explicit reference to any intention to commit him to the 
monastic life. Hwatberht who succeeded Ceolfrith as abbot, had 
himself, like Bede first entered the monastery in childhood, and 
we may fairly assume that there would be a number of children 
between the ages of seven and fourteen at Wearmouth and 
Jarrow, as well as at most other Anglo-Saxon monastic com- 
munities of any size. Some of them would remain as monks and 
some of them would return to secular life. Wilfrid was about 
fourteen when he left service at the court to attend upon a 
nobleman who had withdrawn to Lindisfarne after being 
afflicted with some paralytic sickness, but he first received the 
monastic tonsure in Gaul when he was in his early twenties.!4 
Life in a monastery would provide a measure of security and 
continuity which 1s likely to have been rare in Bede’s England as 
a whole. Comparison of its austere and strictly regulated ways 
should not be with the permissive attitude of modern society 
towards children, but with the brutality often associated with 
the ways of classical antiquity. Everyone who lived in a 
monastery learnt from the Gospel that he would not enter the 
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kingdom of Heaven unless he received it as a little child. When 
Bede came to comment on this passage from St Mark’s Gospel 
(x, 15) he borrowed Jerome’s definition of a boy as one who 
‘does not persist in anger, is not mindful of injury, is not charm- 
ed by the sight of a beautiful woman and does not think other 
than he speaks’.!5 The definition may have been widely current 
in the west since it was used by Isidore, and also, with very 
slight variation, by Columban.?* Bede adds, in further comment 
on the same passage, that the word of God was to be received in 
obedience without any hesitation, even as a young boy who is 
learning does not contradict his teachers or advance arguments 
in opposition to them, but faithfully receives what he 1s taught. 
As a pupil Bede would certainly be taught to obey, and as a 
teacher himself would expect obedience from his pupils. But his 
writings show no trace of any harshness towards children and 
when, in his Commentary on Proverbs, he remarks, ‘we have known 
many boys endowed with wisdom’, he may have been thinking 
not only of the young Jeremiah, but also of some whom he had 
known and taught himself.?? 

Familiarity with the concept of the seven liberal arts deriving 
from classical antiquity and emerging as the medieval trivium, 
comprising grammar, rhetoric and dialectic, and the more 
advanced quadrivium, embracing arithmetic, geometry, astro- 
nomy and music, can easily lead to exaggerated notions of the 
range of subjects which could be taught in an Anglo-Saxon 
monastic school. Bede’s older contemporary Aldhelm, studying 
at Canterbury at about the time of Bede’s birth, wrote to a 
bishop of Winchester complaining at the lack of time for the 
many subjects which he was trying to learn, including Roman 
law, literature, not only in prose, but also in verse with its many 
different metres, as well as music, arithmetic and all the 
mysteries of the stars in the heavens.!® But Aldhelm was unique 
in his age for the ingenuity of his learning, and the Canterbury 
school, directed by two outstanding Mediterranean scholars, 
Archbishop Theodore and Abbot Hadrian, was so far as we 
know a short-lived phenomenon. Yet it may be that we under- 
estimate the continuing importance of Canterbury as a centre 
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of scholarship because of the lack of any early Canterbury 
historian and of surviving books of Theodore’s age, whether 
imported or written in Canterbury itself. An eleventh-century 
manuscript written by an Italian scribe contains a body of 
material concerned with Biblical exegesis which is believed to 
derive, intermediately through Germany, from the teaching of 
Theodore himself. It is characterised in particular by its 
numerous citations from Greek theologians whose works were 
evidently expounded in the Canterbury school.!® We ought also 
to remember that the first undoubtedly genuine Anglo-Saxon 
charters date from the time of Theodore. 

Aldhelm himself has left a striking picture of Theodore 
confronted by his pupils, many Irishmen among them, ‘like an 
angry boar surrounded by a pack of grinning Molossian 
hounds’, but we ought to balance this picture with another 
which Bede painted of his own bishop, John of Hexham, at 
whose hands he was ordained first deacon and then priest. 
Bishop John who received his first education at Whitby, had 
also gone to Canterbury to learn from Archbishop Theodore, 
and in later years when he was attending a sick nun, he 
remembered how the archbishop had taught him that it was 
dangerous to undertake blood-letting when the moon was full 
and the tide high. Bishop John was able to cure of his affliction 
a dumb boy who lived near Hexham, and after loosening his 
tongue, he began to teach him the alphabet: ‘ “Say A”. The 
boy said it. “Say B’’. The boy said this too. And when, in 
answer to the bishop, the boy replied with the names of all the 
letters, the bishop went on to put to him syllables and words to 
speak. And when the boy answered him appropriately in all 
points, he ordered him to speak longer sentences and so he 
did.’?° Bede’s description of this incident in the life of his bishop 
seems to take us very close to the schoolroom in which Bede 
himself and the other boys first learnt their letters. 

Grammar, the full and detailed understanding of words and 
their various functions, was the foundation of literacy no less 
for those whose reading was to be sought in the Bible and the 
works of the Fathers, than for those who in other times and 
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places enjoyed the pagan works of classical antiquity, and 
grammatical studies would unquestionably occupy a major 
place in an English monastic school of Bede’s day, as also in the 
schools of Spain, Italy or Provence. Yet when Bede made his 
first approach to Latin he did so as to a wholly foreign language, 
unlike his contemporaries in the schools of the more southerly 
countries where Latin still remained the living spoken tongue, 
and perhaps it was this distinction which led not only Bede 
himself, when he came to be the teacher, but also other English 
scholars, to compile their own grammatical treatises. In Bede’s 
childhood, both in England itself and in the former western 
Empire as a whole, the most important and influential of the 
Roman imperial grammartans was Aelius Donatus who, living 
in the fourth century, numbered Jerome among the pupils for 
whom he had compiled his two Artes Grammaticae.*1 The first of 
the two, the Ars Minor, was a brief elementary treatise dealing 
with the eight parts of speech which he defined as noun, 
pronoun, verb, adverb, participle, conjunction, preposition, 
interjection. The work is cast throughout in a series of brief 
questions and equally concise answers, for example: ‘How 
many genders of nouns are there? Four. What are they? 
Masculine, as hic magister, feminine as haec musa, neuter as hoc 
scamnum, and common, as hic et haec sacerdos’, and, ‘How many 
persons of pronouns are there? ‘Three. What are they? First, 
ego. Second, tu. Third, ile’, and so forth through declensions, 
cases and conjugations. Such, whether from the work of 
Donatus himself or from some other grammarian, would be the 
daily fare of the young boy at a monastic school. Although the 
stylus and wax tablet were certainly used in monasteries, we 
can assume that Donatus used the question and answer form 
because most elementary teaching in his day was done through 
the spoken rather than the written word, and that this continued 
to be the case. After mastering the basic elements, the pupil 
might have passed on to the topics discussed by Donatus in the 
Ars Mator, a work which not only dealt in greater detail with the 
parts of speech, but also handled such topics as syllables, feet, 
stress, barbarisms, solecisms and figures of speech. 
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Within the field of grammatical studies the work of Donatus 
won a high degree of authority which it continued to enjoy 
throughout the Anglo-Saxon period, so much so that in the 
twelfth century his name was used as a common noun signifying 
grammar, and it was possible to write of a Greek grammar as a 
Donatus Graece and an English grammar as a Donatus Anglice.* 
Yet there were a great many other grammarians who either 
wrote commentaries on the work of the master or else compiled 
their own grammatical treatises. The evidence either of direct 
citation or of surviving manuscripts associated with Anglo- 
Saxon centres in England or on the Continent yields the names 
of a surprisingly large number of these Latin grammarians of 
the late Imperial age. For example, in one of his schoolbooks, 
the De Arte Metrica,?® Bede makes five references to Donatus, as 
well as others to the works of Sergius, Pompeius, Mallius 
Theodorus, Maximus Victorinus and Audacius. Of these other 
grammarians, both Sergius and Pompeius wrote commentaries 
on the work of Donatus and there still survive eighth-century 
copies of their writings which, though now preserved in Car- 
inthia in Austria, are in Anglo-Saxon hands and probably came 
originally from some northern English scriptorium.** They seem 
to have been associated with another commentary on Donatus 
compiled by an anonymous Irishman, but written in the hand 
ofan English scribe.25 The transmission of the work of Pompeius, 
Commentum in Artem Donati, to the Continent, presumably in the 
wake of Anglo-Saxon missionaries, marks the end of a journey 
which seems to have brought it from North Africa, where it 
was originally written in the fifth century, across Spain to 
England. ‘The work of Pompeius was a major source of Isidore’s 
grammatical studies at Seville in the sixth century and in the 
middle of the seventh century it was extensively used by the 
Spanish grammarian, Archbishop Julian of Toledo, who wrote 
his own Grammar shortly before his death in 690. Julian’s work 
the Ars Grammatica, evidently reached England within a short 
time of its composition and was taken thence to the Continent 
where there still survives a fragment of it written in an eighth- 
century Anglo-Saxon minuscule hand perhaps at some such 
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Anglo-Saxon Continental centre as Fulda.*¢ All the surviving 
manuscripts of this work derive from an insular archetype.?? 
The arrival in England of the grammatical works of Pompeius 
and of Julian of Toledo are among the many strands of evidence 
pointing to the closeness of the connexions with Spain in the 
seventh and eighth centuries. The works of several other 
grammarians of the late Imperial age are also found in a number 
of manuscripts which, though now housed in Continental 
libraries, betray English connexions through the handwriting of 
their scribes. They include the works of Diomedes, Charisius, 
Consentius and Priscianus.?* Whether these particular manu- 
scripts were written in England or at an English continental 
centre, we need not doubt that the grammatical treatises of 
their authors were known in England in Bede’s time and that 
their transmission to the Continent was through the activities of 
English missionaries. 

The works of these and other late imperial grammarians, 
with Donatus at their head, were at once the foundation upon 
which rested the teaching of Latin in English monastic schools 
in the seventh and eighth centuries, and the source books used 
by those English teachers who in their turn came to compile 
their own grammars. Among these latter were Tatwine, arch- 
bishop of Canterbury (731-4) and Boniface (680-754) the great 
West Saxon missionary who received his early education in 
Exeter and who, during the course of his long mission to the 
heathen Germans founded the abbey of Fulda (c. 742). Tatwine 
was probably a Mercian by birth, for Bede knew that before he 
became archbishop of Canterbury he had been a priest in a 
monastery at Breedon in Leicestershire. His Ars Grammatica 
followed the model of the Ars Minor of Donatus, dealing succes- 
sively with the eight parts of speech and borrowing its illus- 
trations from classical sources, at several removes from the 
originals, through the works of the earlier grammarians, though 
he did draw some examples from the Psalms. He compiled his 
grammar before going to Canterbury as archbishop in 731 and 
it seems to have been used not only in England, but also at 
English continental centres. Fragments of an eighth-century 
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manuscript of the work, written in an Anglo-Saxon hand, are 
now preserved partly at Carlsruhe and partly in the library of 
St Paul in Carinthia. This copy of Tatwine’s work was probably 
written in the same English continental scriptorium which also 
produced copies of the grammatical works of Charisius, Diom- 
edes and Consentius, as well as a copy of another English work 
of a different nature, the De Laudibus Virginitate of Aldhelm. 
These grammatical works, including Tatwine’s, may have been 
formed into a single corpus of grammarians such as would have 
been of great value to those English missionaries who in the 
eighth century were introducing their recent converts to Biblical 
studies in much the same way as Bede and his contemporaries 
had been introduced to them in England in the seventh 
century.2® Wider continental distribution of Tatwine’s gram- 
mar is suggested by references to it in the early monastic 
catalogues of St Riquier in Picardy and of Lorsch near Mainz. 
No St Riquier copy survives but a ninth-century Lorsch copy is 
now preserved in the Vatican where it is found together with 
some of the works of the earlier grammarians — Donatus, Asper 
and Dynamius-—as well as those of the Spaniard Julian of 
Toledo and the English Boniface.®° 

We do not know whether Boniface wrote his Ars Grammatica 
before or after he left England, but, like Tatwine, he depended 
upon the earlier grammarians, though not without some 
attempt at originality. The oldest manuscript of Boniface’s Ars 
Grammatica, now in Paris, belongs to the eighth or ninth century, 
and is thought to have been written in northern France at some 
centre under Anglo-Saxon influence.*! The interest of these 
Latin grammars of English origin is less in their content than in 
their mere existence which testifies both to the pursuit of Latin 
educational studies in Mercian and West Saxon centres not 
otherwise known for their intellectual activities and also to the 
part played by English grammarians in transmitting the late 
imperial grammatical traditions to the Continent. Tatwine’s 
monastery at Breedon in Leicestershire has long been renowned 
for the notable collection of sculptured stones embedded in the 
fabric of the present church,** and Tatwine’s grammar is a 
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witness to the capacity of a monastery of whose history little is 
known, to provide an education which could lead one of its 
members to the archbishopric. 

Whether we look to the writings of St Augustine of Hippo or 
of Cassiodorus or, nearer home, to the letters of Aldhelm, we 
find abundant evidence of the importance which Christian 
writers attached to the study of grammar as unlocking the door 
through which the pupil gained access to the Word of God. 
Bede himself was certainly no exception and as a teacher at 
Jarrow he may well have compiled his own manual for use in 
the schoolroom, though he himself does not tell of any such 
work. The list of his writings which he appended to the Eccles- 
tastical History names three books which are generally regarded 
as school books: ‘A book on Orthography, arranged in alpha- 
betical order: likewise a book on the Metrical Art, and added to 
it another little book concerning Figures of Speech or Tropes.’ 
The first of these works, De Orthographia,** contains no evidence 
of the date at which it was written, but to judge from its subject 
matter as well as from the simple immaturity of its form, it may 
well be the first book which Bede wrote, and in that case we may 
attribute it to ¢. 700 when he was still in deacon’s orders. The 
work consists of several hundred words arranged under the 
letters of the alphabet, though not in strict alphabetical order 
within each letter. Each word is the subject of a comment, 
usually brief but sometimes running to several lines. Its purpose 
is best illustrated by some examples. Under acer we find that the 
superlative is to be written acerrimus and not acerisstmus. Apud 1s 
to be written with a d, but caput with at. Fremor is the noise made 
by men, fremitus that made by beasts. Lucee and lugeo both have 
luxi in the perfect tense. Among the longer comments is that on 
ab and ex which evidently troubled the schoolboys of Bede’s day 
no less than those of later ages— ‘when someone says he 1s 
coming a theatro, he does not mean that he is coming out of the 
theatre itself, but away from the place which is nearest to the 
theatre. When he says he is coming ex theatro he means he is 
coming out of the theatre itself.” The work also contains a con- 
siderable number of the Greek equivalents of Latin words, 
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enough to make one wonder if there were some to whom Bede 
was teaching Greek. In this work De Orthographia Bede was 
following a well-established pattern, and he took some of his 
examples from such earlier writers as Julius Modestus and Aelius 
Melissus who had themselves compiled treatises on the same 
subject. It is perhaps an indication of the early date of this work 
that most of his examples come, indirectly, from classical 
sources, including Virgil, Cicero, Livy and Ovid, but already 
Bede had begun the process of Christianising his examples in a 
way which he carried out much more completely in his other 
school books. It is of particular interest to find that, in addition 
to some dozen Biblical quotations, there are no fewer than ten 
citations from the works of Gregory the Great. 

Bede’s little work De Orthographia would have been useful to 
those who had learnt the basic elements of Latin grammar, such 
as they would have found in the Ars Minor of Donatus, and had 
advanced to the stage of writing Latin compositions. His other 
two school books, De Arte Metrica and De Schematibus et Tropis*4 
were intended for more advanced pupils who had reached a 
standard broadly comparable with the beginnings of a modern 
sixth-form course in Latin. The titles of the two works are 
largely self-explanatory; the former consisting of instruction in 
the writing of Latin verse, with an introduction to different 
metres, and the latter of an exposition of the different figures 
with which speech might be clothed and adorned. Bede’s own 
reference to these two books suggests that he regarded the second 
almost as though it were an appendix to the first, and we are 
probably justified in thinking that the two were written at much 
the same time. At the end of the work on metre there is a short 
personal passage in which Bede addresses his ‘most beloved son 
and fellow-deacon Cuthbert’. He offers Cuthbert the results of 
his labours in searching through the works of ancient writers so 
that, just as he had tried to instruct him in Holy Scripture and 
in the statutes of the church, he might now teach him the art of 
metre ‘which is not unknown in sacred books’. 

The passage leaves the impression that Bede was dedicating 
the work to one who had been, and perhaps still was, a favourite 
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pupil who had lately received deacon’s orders. Although 25 was 
the canonical age for ordination to the diaconate, we do not 
know how strictly this age was enforced in eighth-century 
England. As we have seen, Bede himself became a deacon in his 
nineteenth year and others who showed good promise may have 
been ordained at an equally early age. Bede did not become a 
priest till his thirtieth year, c. 702, and we can easily envisage 
a gap of ten years or more between himself and the young 
Cuthbert which would allow for the relationship of master and 
pupil, and which would also allow Bede to call himself a ‘fellow 
deacon’ of Cuthbert’s if this passage, and therefore the book as 
a whole, was written c. 701.35 

As in his little work on orthography, so also in the work on 
metre, we can see Bede moving away from the pagan classical 
world by the introduction of illustrative examples drawn from 
the work of such Christian writers as Sedulius and Arator, even 
going to the extreme of showing that it was possible to write a 
hexameter composed entirely of Biblical names: Sarra, Rebecca, 
Rachel, Ester, Iudith, Anna, Noemi. But the work De Schematibus is 
particularly instructive on this head. To judge from the terms 
discussed, from the order in which they are presented and also 
from the wording of the definitions Bede based his book on the 
two consecutive chapters of Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae 
entitled De Schematibus and De Tropis,?® but despite the corres- 
pondence of form there is a fundamental difference of sub- 
stance. Whereas Isidore continued to draw the greater part of 
his illustrative examples through the grammarians from 
classical sources, Bede, in an opening paragraph in which he 
seems to be addressing the same former pupil and fellow-deacon 
Cuthbert, expressly claims the superiority of Holy Scripture 
over all other writings on the ground of its authority which was 
Divine, of its utility, in that it showed the way to eternal life, 
and of its antiquity. The result was the total Christianisation of 
his work De Schematibus in which all the illustrative examples are 
taken from the Bible with the exception of one which comes from 
the Christian poet Sedulius. 
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Reading and Psalmody 


We do not know whether Bede held any of the minor orders 
before his ordination to the diaconate, nor indeed do we hear 
anything directly about these minor orders in the context of 
Wearmouth and Jarrow, but from Spain we have Isidore of 
Seville’s list of the six orders below that of deacon, with his 
definition of their several functions, beginning with the door- 
keeper (ostzartus) and passing thence to acolyte, exorcist, cantor 
(whom Isidore calls psalmista) lector and subdeacon.! We can 
hardly doubt that, whether formally or not, Bede would in his 
early days have performed the functions of both lector and 
cantor. It must be remembered that the reading of sacred 
books, the end to which the study of grammar in the monastic 
schools was devoted, involved the reading aloud to the com- 
munity of the Bible and some of the works of the Fathers at 
certain times of the day which would be prescribed in the 
monastic rule. The lectors, in Isidore’s view, are more than 
mere readers. They are those who announce or preach the 
Word of God? and for this reason they needed to be well- 
trained to perform their task properly. Isidore’s remark that 
their knowledge of grammatical structure had to be sufficient to 
enable them to know when the sense of a group of words was 
complete, and when it carried over into an adjacent group of 
words, helps us to appreciate the real difficulty of reading aloud 
in a foreign language, often no doubt by the poor light of the 
candle, from a book which was written by hand and which 
might well have had no punctuation. Moreover, as he instances, 
there were places in Scripture where the use of a wrong stress or 
intonation could completely reverse the meaning of a particular 
passage and inexperienced readers often made mistakes of this 
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kind. The voice of the lector must be clear and virile, avoiding 
extremes of humility and exaltation and not sounding like the 
voice of a woman. It was the duty of the lector to appeal to the 
ears and heart, rather than to the eye, and he must take care 
lest those who heard him became spectators rather than 
listeners. Those who were still quite young might, because of the 
purity of their voices, be admitted to the order of lector and 
there are several instances of distinguished churchmen whose 
ecclesiastical careers began in this way. Indeed the incident of 
the plague at Jarrow c. 686 seems to portray the young Bede, 
then aged about fourteen, as one who was already able to fulfil 
the duties of both lector and cantor. 

The difficulties facing the young lector are vividly illustrated 
in a scene from the boyhood of Gregory who later became abbot 
of Utrecht and, after the death of Boniface, head of the Frisian 
church. Boniface was visiting a nunnery near Tréves and 
Gregory, then a boy of about fourteen, was given a book and 
asked to read. After he had finished the reading Boniface 
praised him but asked him if he understood what he was 
reading. Gregory then began to read from the book as before 
but Boniface, saying that this was not what he wanted, asked 
him to give an explanation of the passage in his own language, 
but this the unhappy boy could not do.’ 

Psalmody and the study of the Psalter played a dominant 
part in the monastic life of western Europe from its earliest days. 
Because of the importance of psalmody in the liturgical 
observances of the canonical hours, it became the first task of 
every novice to make himself familiar with the Psalms and even 
to learn the whole of the Psalter by heart. This he could well do, 
aided by the rhythms of the chant and the singing of the choir, 
even before he had acquired enough Latin to enable him to 
understand the meaning of the words themselves. For Caesarius, 
archbishop of Arles, the Psalms were indeed the weapons of the 
servants of God and one who was able to wield these weapons 
need have no fear of his adversaries. When the hermit Guthlac 
fancied himself attacked in his fenland dwelling, with his 
buildings set on fire and himself thrown into the air on the 
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points of his enemies’ spears, he recited the first verse of the 67th 
Psalm: ‘Let God arise, let his enemies be scattered,’ and in a 
twinkling ‘all the host of demons vanished like smoke from his 
presence’. We find Cuthbert singing as he kept vigil at night 
along the seashore below AZbbe’s monastery at Coldingham, in 
a shepherd’s hut where he had taken shelter for the night, and 
as he walked round the island of Lindisfarne. Columba was 
transcribing a psalter on the last day of his life.* Ceolfrith, 
Bede’s own teacher, had been in the habit of reciting the entire 
Psalter twice every day, and when he finally left Wearmouth on 
the journey which ended in his death at Langres, he chanted the 
whole Psalter from beginning to end three times every day.’ 
The learning of the Psalter would certainly be one of the tasks 
undertaken by the pupils of a monastic school, and it is not 
likely that Bede, with his strong interest in singing, would 
have been behind the young Wilfrid who learnt the whole 
Psalter when he was at Lindisfarne at about the age of 
fourteen. 

Eddius tells us that when Wilfrid first read the Psalter he did 
so ‘in Jerome’s revision’, but that when he went to Canterbury, 
where he spent a year before crossing to Gaul in company with 
Benedict Biscop, he learnt the Psalms by heart ‘from the fifth 
edition, after the Roman use’.® Whether or not guintam is here a 
corruption of antiguam, the distinction is in any case between 
the two versions known as the Gallican Psalter and the Roman 
Psalter. We find a version of the Gallican Psalter in the Cathach 
of St Columba which is held to have been written late in the 
sixth or early in the seventh century.!® This was presumably the 
version taken to Lindisfarne by Aidan when he and his com- 
panions settled there in 635 and it would still be in use at 
Lindisfarne when Wilfrid went there some twelve years before 
the synod of Whitby. Although the Gallican Psalter is likely to 
have spread from Lindisfarne to other parts of England where 
the Irish missionaries founded churches whose affiliations were 
with Iona rather than with Rome, it was the Roman Psalter 
which became the dominant version used in the Anglo-Saxon 
church as a whole until as late as the eleventh century. August- 
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ine would certainly have brought the Roman Psalter with him 
to Canterbury and it would have reached Northumbria through 
Paulinus whose companion, James the Deacon, continued to 
teach psalmody in the Roman fashion in Northumbria even 
down until the time of Bede’s birth. The singing organised by 
Wilfrid both at Ripon and at Hexham was likewise based on 
the Roman ways practised in Kent. Roman contact was 
renewed with the arrival at Wearmouth of Abbot John who, 
himself the archicantor of St Peter’s in Rome, firmly established 
Roman psalmody not only at Wearmouth, but also in other 
monasteries whose singers came to learn from him. 

Just as two Northumbrian manuscripts, the Lindisfarne 
Gospels and the Codex Amiatinus, now supply the best wit- 
nesses to Jerome’s version of the Gospels, so also it is a Canter- 
bury manuscript which, with a group of related texts of English 
origin, now offers the best and oldest witness to the Roman 
Psalter. This manuscript, the Vespasian Psalter, now in the 
British Museum, is believed to have been written in St August- 
ine’s monastery at Canterbury in the first half of the eighth 
century, probably during the later years of Bede’s own lifetime, 
and it is in no way unlikely that it derived its text directly or 
indirectly from a copy of the Roman Psalter brought to Canter- 
bury by St Augustine himself.12 In addition to the Vespasian 
Psalter, there are three other surviving copies of the Roman 
version which come from English foundations and which are 
written in English script — the Salaberga Psalter, now in Berlin, 
which is held to have been written in Northumbria, but later 
belonged to the monastery of St John at Laon, founded by 
Salaberga who died in 665; the Morgan Psalter, now in New 
York, thought to be of English, and probably southern English, 
origin; and the Stuttgart Psalter which has been attributed to 
an English continental centre and which belonged to Echter- 
nach in the ninth century.!* There are also fragments of several 
other copies of the Roman Psalter whose hands reveal English 
associations. One of these is written in the capitular uncial 
which is characteristic of the Wearmouth-Jarrow scriptorium 
and it may date from Bede’s own lifetime.14 The quantity and 
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quality of the manuscript evidence leaves us in no doubt about 
the part played by English scribes in spreading the Roman 
Psalter not only throughout England but also to the Continent, 
and more particularly to those continental houses with English 
associations. There is no evidence that the Psalms were ever 
sung in English in Bede’s age, but a continuous interlinear 
English gloss was added to the Vespasian Psalter, probably by 
a Mercian scribe working at Canterbury in the ninth century. 
We have no information about the musical instruments used to 
accompany the monastic singing of Bede’s day. There was a 
harp of the kind called rottae in the monastery shortly after 
Bede’s death, but nobody knew how to play it. A harp figures in 
Bede’s account of GCaedmon and the remains of one were found 
in the Sutton Hoo ship-burial. So far as we know there was no 
system of musical notation in use anywhere in western Europe 
in this age. As Isidore remarked: ‘Unless the sounds are 
retained in man’s memory they perish because they cannot be 
written down.’!5 
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2 4. 
Number and Time 


The pupil who had studied his Latin grammar and learnt the 
Psalter by heart, with the accompanying chant, would be able 
to play his part in the community to which he belonged not only 
by reading the Latin Bible aloud, with some understanding of 
its meaning, but also by singing in the church, an aspect of 
daily worship by which Bede set such great store. In addition to 
grammar and psalmody, monastic life and the study of the 
Bible to which it was devoted, depended greatly on at least an 
elementary knowledge of number. We do better to think of 
‘number’ rather than ‘the mathematical sciences’, because the 
simpler term reflects the long centuries of decline in mathe- 
matical, and indeed in all scientific, studies from the age of 
classical Greece to the times of Gregory, Isidore and Bede. The 
philosopher Boethius, himself having a sound knowledge of the 
Greek language, as well as of Greek philosophy, translated or 
adapted some Greek mathematical treatises and something of 
his work reached Visigothic Spain,! but Bede never mentions 
Boethius and seems not to have known anything of his work, 
though in later days his de Consolatione Philosophiae, written in 
prison before his execution c. 524, was one of the books chosen by 
Alfred the Great for translation into English.? For western 
monasticism number had a dual significance which was 
independent of its value as the basis of scientific knowledge, a 
significance which was in part practical and in part spiritual, 
and lying behind both aspects was scriptural authority em- 
bodied in the Wisdom of Solomon: ‘But thou hast ordered all 
things in measure and number and weight.’ To some Christian 
writers number could indeed become the very essence of the 
world, and Isidore, echoing Cassiodorus, could write: “Take 
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away number in all things and all things perish. Take away 
computation from the world and everything is wrapped in blind 
ignorance.’4 In practical terms, some knowledge of number was 
needed for a life which depended on the regular observance of 
the monastic horarium, and for the proper carving and setting 
of the monastic sundials or mass-clocks, such as are found built 
into the wall of the church at Escomb or carved on one face of 
the Bewcastle Cross.’ Beyond the hours of the day lay the days 
of the week and the months of the year, with their associated 
days of festival or seasons of fasting. The calculation of the 
church calendar required a degree of skill and a knowledge of 
number which we, turning to the pocket-diary or the wrist- 
watch telling both time and date, cannot easily appreciate. ® 
But beyond the practical application of number to daily life 
there was a widely-held belief in its efficacy as a means of 
spiritual progress, often expressed through the elaboration of 
ideas about the symbolism of number in Biblical contexts. 

The interest of the western church in number was prompted 
and maintained by the need to determine afresh every year the 
date on which Christians were to celebrate their most important 
festival —- Easter Day. While fixed dates had been adopted for 
some of the church festivals, for example the Nativity of Christ 
and of John the Baptist which were related respectively to the 
winter and summer solstices, Easter, evolving out of the Jewish 
Passover, was from the first, a moveable feast which depended 
on the lunar year and consequently could not recur annually on 
the same day of the Julian calendar which was based on the 
solar year. The need to reconcile these two different years led to 
problems which were argued, often with great heat, throughout 
the western church for many centuries.” In retrospect these 
arguments which were symptomatic of deeper divisions between 
different branches of the church, and notably between the 
‘Roman’ and ‘Celtic’ groups in England, may seem tedious, but 
the determination in advance of the date upon which Easter 
was to be celebrated required the construction of complicated 
tables involving such matters as indictions, epacts, concurrents, 
intercalations, lunar cycles and so forth. Out of the contro- 
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versies there arose a considerable body of computistical 
literature, 1n which the Irish were concerned no less than the 
English, and which stimulated a widespread interest in prob- 
lems of chronology in general. As we have seen, it was Wear- 
mouth and Jarrow, under the abbacy of Ceolfrith, Bede’s 
teacher, which played the leading part in persuading the ‘Celtic’ 
groups to conform to ‘Roman’ practices after the decision taken 
at the synod of Whitby, a task which was still uncompleted at 
the time of Bede’s death. Bede himself, through his passionate 
devotion to Roman ways, was deeply concerned in the Easter 
problem and out of this concern he developed a knowledge 
which gave him a great mastery of chronological problems. 
Preceding the grammatical works in Bede’s list of his own 
writings, we find three books grouped together, one on the 
Nature of Things, one on Times and one larger book on 
Times. These three works, commonly known by the Latin titles 
as the De Natura Rerum, the De Temporibus and the De Temporum 
Ratione, were written by Bede as manuals for use in the school- 
rooms of Wearmouth and Jarrow, but the very large number of 
surviving manuscripts — not less than 125 of the first, 65 of the 
second and 135 of the third®— witnesses the widespread 
popularity which these works came to enjoy in medieval 
Europe. The De Temporibus was written in 703 at about the time 
when Bede was ordained to the priesthood. It seems very 
probable, though there is no direct evidence, that the De Natura 
Rerum was also written at about the same time. The De Temporum 
Ratione was written in 725, and in its Preface Bede explained that 
he had been persuaded to write at greater length by his pupils 
who had complained that the two earlier books had proved to 
be too condensed, especially the De Temporibus. He dedicated this 
longer work to his abbot, Hwetberht.? These three books 
comprise the total of Bede’s scientific writings and even if their 
content may seem remote from both Greek and modern 
scientific knowledge, nevertheless they show a measure of 
attainment which is by no means negligible and was certainly 
far in advance of its own age, particularly in matters concerning 
the sun, moon, planets and stars. The universe was for Bede a 
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place created by God in the manner described in the Book of 
Genesis, and it was therefore a place of order whose phenomena, 
whether observed in the skies or experienced on the earth, were 
all capable of rational explanation and not merely the outcome 
of caprice. He supposed it to be comprised of the four elements — 
earth, air, fire and water -— and he believed that the global 
earth lay at the centre of this universe with the heavens re- 
volving round it. In his commentary on Genesis he advanced 
the view that there were seven heavens surrounding the earth — 
air, ether, Olympus, fiery space, firmament, heaven of angels 
and heaven of Trinity.1° He supposed the earth itself to be 
divided into five zones, two of extreme cold in the north and 
south, one of extreme heat in the middle and two intermediate 
temperate zones. Both of these latter were habitable, but only 
the more northerly of the two was in fact inhabited.!! He 
believed that the stars, which received their light from the sun, 
were composed of different kinds of matter and that comets 
were portents of change, whether through death, pestilence, 
war or wind. Thunder was caused by winds escaping from 
clouds, in which they had been imprisoned and lightning was 
caused by the striking together of clouds, just as a spark is 
produced when two stones are struck together ‘for the colliding 
of all kinds of matter produces fire’. The phenomena which 
produced the thunder and the lightning occurred simul- 
taneously, but the lightning was seen by the eye more quickly 
than the thunder could reach the ears. Earthquakes were due to 
the violent rushing of winds through caves and the eruption of 
Etna was due to water leaking into the earth from the Medi- 
terranean.?? 

The later of Bede’s two books on Times, the De Temporum 
Ratione, though dealing with essentially the same topics, was 
expanded to more than twelve times the length of the earlier 
treatise. Those who used the later work would have found in its 
first chapter a detailed exposition of the art of finger-counting 
from one upwards to one million. After mastering this art, and 
before passing on to tables of the Greek and Roman numerals, 
they would be encouraged by learning to apply their knowledge 
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of finger-counting so that they could say secretly to one of their 
friends, “Be careful!’ (Caute age).1* Bede then proceeded to 
discuss the divisions of time beginning with the smallest unit and 
ending with the largest, but he devoted the greater part of the 
work to a detailed exposition of a variety of problems concerning 
the lunar and solar years. He taught that there were three kinds 
of trme determined respectively by nature, by custom or by 
authority, the first was exemplified by the solar year of 365} 
days, the second by the reckoning of 30 days to the month, 
since this belonged neither to the solar nor to the lunar year, 
and the third by human authority when an olympiad was 
reckoned at 4 years or by divine authority when the Sabbath 
was accounted the seventh day.!4 Quoting the saying from the 
Gospel according to St John, ‘Are there not twelve hours in the 
day ?’ (11,9) he defined an hour as the twelfth part of a day and 
proceeded to discuss an ambiguity unfamiliar to a world which 
does not depend for the reckoning of time on the primitive 
mass-clock; if every day of the year was reckoned to contain 
twelve hours, the hour of a summer day would be a much longer 
period than the hour of a winter day, but if all the hours were to 
be of equal length, there would need to be fewer of them in 
winter than in summer.!5 He devoted a long and involved 
chapter to discussion of the day itself, remarking how the 
Hebrews had reckoned from dawn to dawn, the Egyptians from 
sunset to sunset and the Romans from midnight to midnight, 
and then showing how for Christians the order of darkness and 
light possessed a mystical significance. From the first beginning of 
time night had followed day according to the order of creation, 
but through the Resurrection of Christ who rose from the dead 
in the night and showed himself to his disciples in the day, the 
whole order of time had been changed. When man had fallen 
through sin from the light of paradise, it was fitting that the 
night should follow the day, but when through faith in the 
Resurrection he had been led back from the shadow of death to 
the light of life, then indeed did the day follow the night.'® 
Darkness and light, because of their mystical significance, 
were themes which seem to have possessed a particular fascin- 
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ation for Bede. We have already noticed one passage in which 
he gives a vivid description of distant lights shining through the 
darkness,'? and there is another, perhaps even more striking, in 
which he seeks to explain by the analogy of a church illuminated 
at night, why the moon though in fact lower than the sun, 
might seem to be the higher of the two. You are to suppose that 
you go by night into some very large building, such as a church 
which is lit by a great number of lights burning in honour of the 
martyr whose festal day is being observed. Among these many 
lights, you see, suspended by chains from the ceiling, two very 
large lamps of fine workmanship, and of these two the one which 
is the nearer to you as you enter the church is also the one which 
is closest to the floor. So great is the size of the building and so 
great the height of the distant lamps that as you look through 
the darkness you see the rays cast by the flames, rather than the 
vessels which contain the flames. As you begin to walk forwards, 
raising your eyes to these lamps and looking through them to the 
wall or celing beyond, the nearer and the lower of the two will 
seem to be the higher, and the closer you approach to it, the 
higher it will seem to be, until, after you have made a more 
careful examination, you discover exactly how they are placed.18 

Bede’s scientific writings, although sometimes illuminated by 
his own observations, as in this analogy of the lamps hanging in 
a church, his comments about the tides or his remarks on the 
names by which the pagan English formerly called the months 
of the year!®, drew largely upon beliefs handed down through 
the works of earlier writers. As a scholar he himself was familiar 
with parts at least of Pliny’s Natural History, some of which 
survives at Leyden in an eighth-century manuscript believed to 
have been copied in a northern English scriptorium from an 
ancient exemplar,?° but it would be as a pupil in the monastic 
school that he would make his first acquaintance with the 
subjects about which he wrote later in his scientific treatises. 
We have already seen that the works of some of the cosmo- 
graphers were known in Northumbria not later than 686 
through the volume which Benedict Biscop brought back from 
one of his visits to Rome and later gave to King Aldfrith in 
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exchange for an estate. Although Bede names Isidore of Seville 
only three times, ‘in each case only to controvert him’,?! Isidore’s 
writings won a rapid and widespread popularity in Britain in 
the seventh century and were extensively used by Bede himself. 
Some of Isidore’s works were being used by Irish authors at 
least ten years before Bede’s birth, and Aldhelm shows acquaint- 
ance with his De Natura Rerum in a letter which he wrote to 
Aldfrith, king of Northumbria, between 685 and 705. Whether 
the De Natura Rerum reached England from Ireland, perhaps 
through Malmesbury where Aldhelm was the pupil of an Irish 
scholar, or more directly from Spain across Gaul, there can be 
no doubt of the great popularity of the work in both Ireland and 
England in the seventh century, nor of the leading part played 
by English scribes in transmitting this and other works of 
Isidore to Germany in the eighth.?? 

Bede followed Isidore in dividing time into moments, hours, 
days, months, years, centuries and ages, and, like Isidore, he 
added to each of his works on Times a chronicle setting out the 
duration of the different ages of the world. For Bede, as for 
Isidore, St Augustine of Hippo and many other Christian 
writers, the temporal world was conceived as having a duration 
of Six Ages. Five of the Six Ages were already passed, their 
divisions being marked by Creation, the Flood, Abraham, 
David, the Captivity of Judah and the birth of Christ. Chrono- 
graphers reached differing conclusions about the year in which 
the first age began, but most of them reached a figure between 
5,000 and 5,500 years before the Advent. When Bede stated 
plainly at the end of his De Temporibus that how much of the 
Sixth Age remained was known only to God, he was doing 
neither more nor less than Isidore and Augustine who both 
asserted that this was a matter which could not be known to 
man. Nevertheless, some of those familiar with the calculations of 
the chronographers were also familiar with the words spoken by 
St Peter: ‘But, beloved, be not ignorant of this one thing, that 
one day is with the Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand 
years as one day’,?* and it might be difficult to avoid supposing, 
and often fearing, that if the first Five Ages had lasted approxi- 


[265] 


THE WORLD OF BEDE 


mately a thousand years each, the Sixth and the last Age might 
be expected to do much the same. Moreover, if the first Five 
Ages had exceeded their allotted span by some three or four 
hundred years, might they not have done so by encroaching 
upon the Sixth? When Gregory the Great, writing to King 
‘Ethelbert of Kent in 601,24 referred to the many disturbances 
of nature which foretold the approaching end of the world, he 
did not do so because he thought that such a threat might urge 
the English to become better Christians, but because he was 
influenced by the millennial beliefs of his age. The fear of world 
destruction is not a distinctively modern phenomenon. 

Bede’s interest in the doctine of the Six Ages, itself a common- 
place of the time, was doubtless stimulated by his chronological 
studies, and we find repeated references to it throughout his 
writings. Yet out of this very interest, Bede became, to his 
horror, the object of a charge of heresy. Although he accepted 
the doctrine of the Six Ages, he was not content to follow the 
calculations of earlier writers about the number of years to be 
allotted to each of the Five Ages already passed. Isidore’s figures 
were those derived from Jerome’s translation of the Chronicle 
of Eusebius and they rested ultimately upon the Greek version 
of the Septuagint, but Bede himself approached the problem 
against the background of the years of Biblical study under- 
taken at Wearmouth and Jarrow during the abbacy of Ceolfrith 
and culminating in the production of the three pandects. Bede 
preferred to make his calculations from what he regarded as the 
most authoritative source — what he called the Hebraica veritas, 
that is to say Jerome’s own translation from the Hebrew which 
we know as the Vulgate. Using this source, and making some 
use also of Josephus where the chronology of the Old Testament 
was obscure, he worked out his own figures without reference to 
the long-established chronology of tradition. His calculations 
greatly shortened the duration of the first two ages, and slightly 
shortened that of the fourth, with the final result that instead of 
a period of upwards of 5,000 years from the Creation to the birth 
of Christ, Bede concluded that the interval had been one of 
3952 years. The charge of heresy arose from the magnitude of 
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Bede’s variation from the figure accepted by Eusebius, Jerome, 
Isidore and others, with the consequence that Bede’s date for 
the Incarnation, though marking the beginning of his own 
Sixth Age, fell in the Fifth Age as reckoned by the traditional 
chronology, and so it was said that he had denied that the Lord 
came in the flesh in the Sixth Age of the world. Bede had 
exposed himself to this charge, though all unwittingly, because 
his own standards of scholarship persuaded him that it was 
better to go back to primary sources, in this case the Latin 
translation of the Hebrew Bible, rather than to accept without 
questioning figures derived at third or fourth hand. 

How deeply Bede felt the charge, and how angered by the 
ignorance of his accusors, 1s revealed in a letter which he wrote 
to Plegwine, a monk of Hexham who is otherwise unknown.*5 
The letter was written in 708 five years after he had completed 
the De Temporibus in which he first published his new chronology. 
We learn from the letter that the charge had been made at a 
feast where some of those present, the worse for drink, had 
shouted accusations against Bede, calling him a heretic, and that 
Wilfrid, then holding the bishopric of Hexham, had been 
present at the occasion, but had said nothing in Bede’s defence. 
It was Plegwine, the Hexham monk, who brought the news of 
the charge to Bede, and within a day or two Bede composed his 
answer in terms which suggest that he was not a man who would 
gladly suffer the folly or ignorance of those who had had the 
opportunity of learning better. He vigorously denied the charge 
and in the course of his defence he expressed his annoyance at 
those who asked him how many of the last thousand years yet 
remained and warned his readers against accepting the belief, 
such as he had found in a book which he had once read, that the 
time of the Last Judgement could be foretold by man. He also 
asked that the letter should be read in the presence of Bishop 
Wilfrid so that he might learn how undeserved had been the 
attack which he himself had witnessed. 

A work which concluded with a survey of the five completed 
Ages of the world might logically be expected to contain a 
chronicle of the sixth and still unfinished Age. Such a chronicle 
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forms the final chapter of the De Temporibus, though it comprises 
little more than a list of the emperors with their regnal years and 
its only reference to Britain 1s to the conversion of the Saxons, an 
event which ts assigned, erroneously, to the reign of Phocas.*¢ In 
his later work the De Temporum Ratione, Bede not only greatly 
enlarged the chronicle of the Sixth Age, drawing his information 
from a wide variety of sources, but he also added chapters 
dealing with the remainder of the Sixth Age yet to come and 
with the Seventh and Eighth Ages. The Seventh Age, also 
unfinished, was the age of all the souls of the blessed from the 
death of Abel until the final resurrection at the Last Judgement, 
and it was therefore contemporary with all the other Six Ages. 
The Eighth Age, the age of eternal happiness or eternal dam- 
nation, would begin after the end of the present world. The 
enlarged chronicle of the Sixth Age, which came to enjoy great 
popularity and was frequently copied as an independent work, 
contains several references to events in the history of the English 
in Britain, but by this date (725) Bede, now well past middle 
age, was already gathering information for his own Ecclesiastical 
History of the English Nation. 

Bede dated the sequence of events in his two chronicles of the 
Sixth Age by reference to the annus mundi, the same era as that 
used by Eusebius, Jerome and Isidore, but he corrected the 
dates according to his own view of the year of Creation. In the 
Ecclestastical History he abandoned the annus mundi and used 
instead the annus domint, thereby setting a fashion which has 
become the universal practice of western Christian civilisation. 
The use of the annus domint arose from the need to have some 
means of identifying the individual years within the cyclical 
Easter tables, whether comprising an 84-year cycle, a 19-year 
cycle or the grand Paschal Cycle of 532 years after which the 
data began to repeat themselves. Such artificial eras as the 
4-year Olympiad or the 15-year Indiction were unsatisfactory 
because they were not cumulative and in any case they were too 
short. Equally unsatisfactory from the Christian point of view 
were eras resting on an imperial basis, although the Alexandrian 
church for a time used an era calculated from the reign of 
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Diocletian. The introduction of the Christian era was due to 
two men who played leading parts in the computistical problems 
of their age, Victorius of Aquitaine, of whom we know little save 
that he was a contemporary of Pope Leo the Great (440-61) 
and Dionysius Exiguus, a Scythian monk who was living in 
Rome in the first half of the sixth century. Victorius, arguing 
from the function of the Easter table itself, used the annus 
Passionis, reckoning that the Crucifixion had taken place in 
what we now Call A.D. 29, but Dionysius, perhaps influenced 
by the development of the doctrine of the Six Ages of the world, 
argued that the era used should be reckoned from the beginning 
of the Sixth and still-current Age, that is from the birth of 
Christ. In this way, as a means of identifying individual years 
within a recurring cycle the annus domini came into being. The 
annus passionis was being used in Rome in 701 when it was 
believed that Christ had lived in the flesh for a little more than 
33 years. This belief was signified by the inscribed labels which 
were placed upon candles at Easter time. The Jarrow monks, 
including Hwetbert, who were in Rome in the Annus Domini 701 
told Bede when they got home how they had seen candles 
dedicated to St Mary bearing the inscription, ‘From the 
Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ there are 688 years’.?’ 
Bede’s Ecclesiastical History is the first major historical work in 
which the chronology is based throughout on the annus domint, 
and we have now become so used to this convention that we 
find it difficult to appreciate the magnitude of Bede’s achieve- 
ment in equating so many events with an individual annus 
domin. He had to take account in his various chronological 
calculations of several different eras of the world with different 
starting points, of Imperial regnal years from both the eastern 
and the western empire, of consular years, of Indictions which 
might begin variously on 1 September, 25 September or 25 
January, of the calendar year which might begin on 1 January, 
in September or at Christmas, and also of the regnal years of 
half-a-dozen Anglo-Saxon kings reigning contemporaneously 
but succeeding to their several kingdoms at different dates in a 
year which had no uniform beginning even within England 
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itself. With so much variation complete consistency could never 
be achieved and there would probably be times when some 
degree of accuracy in detail was sacrificed for the sake of 
uniformity. When we are faced with some minor discrepancy, 
we do best to follow Bede’s own advice when himself faced with a 
similar problem. He knew from Scripture that Solomon began 
to build the Temple in the 480th year after the children of 
Israel had come out of the land of Egypt (I Kings 6,1) and he 
could account for 423 of them from the Book of Judges. There 
remained 57 years to be distributed between Joshua, Samuel 
and Saul, but when he turned to Josephus the total ascribed to 
these three came to 58, and he was faced with a surplus year. 
‘But’, he wrote, “we must not let it worry us that there is one 
superfluous year beyond the 480, for either Scripture, giving a 
round number in its usual way did not trouble to add in the 
extra year, or else, as is much easier to believe, through lack of 
care over a long period, the chronicle of Josephus has some- 
where added an extra year, as often happens’.?® 
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‘Chronology was one starting-point of Bede’s historiography; 
hagiography, the literary expression of the cult of the saints, 
was the second.”! Arguments about the date of Easter or the age 
of the world were topics which exercised the minds of scholars, 
but which were of small consequence to an illiterate population 
scarcely removed from paganism. The Lzfe of the saint, on the 
other hand, offered a medium through which a strong appeal 
could be addressed to the unlettered, an appeal whose strength 
was very greatly increased if the subject of the Life was a man 
who had lived locally and whose deeds were still fresh in living 
memory. It was Athanasius who set the pattern for western 
hagiography in his Life of St Antony, an Egyptian who was born 
in the third century into a wealthy Christian family, but who 
renounced all his worldly wealth in order to devote himself to a 
life of asceticism in the desert, and so came to be represented by 
his biographer as the ideal monk. The work quickly achieved 
great popularity and was known both to St Jerome and to St 
Augustine of Hippo. Written originally in Greek, it was 
translated into Latin by Evagrius. The Latin version was al- 
ready known in Gaul before the end of the fourth century and in 
later years it was in the libraries of both Jarrow and Lindisfarne. 

The popularity of the Life of St Antony was due partly to the 
great authority of Athanasius himself, the champion of ortho- 
doxy against the Aryan heresy and the author of several works 
in support of the Christian faith as it had been proclaimed at 
the Council of Nicaea in 325. Athanasius portrayed Antony as 
one who, despite his withdrawal to the solitude of the desert, 
yet reverenced the law of the Church and was not ashamed to 
bow his head to bishops and priests. He represented him as 
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arguing against the Greek philosophers, and particularly 
against the Neo-Platonism taught by Plotinus, showing that it 
was not syllogisms and sophistries that made converts to 
Hellenism from Christianity, but that the power of the Cross 
was always triumphant over magic and sorcery. Antony 
became, through the writing of Athanasius, the archetype of 
the Christian who rebelled against the wealth, culture and 
philosophical ideals of Mediterranean paganism, and it was 
because of this that he came to be regarded as the father of 
western monasticism. 

This aspect of the Life would still have its appeal for a scholar, 
such as Bede, who knew something about the background of the 
age in which it had been written, but there would be others, 
less scholarly than Bede, who could read or listen to the Life, as 
they could still today, with great profit and enjoyment. Among 
the more engaging of its characters are the demons with whom 
Antony struggled in the desert. They came in many shapes, 
sometimes even as monks. They made a great din, pounding, 
leaping and laughing hideously. Sometimes they seemed able to 
foretell the future, but this was only because by travelling 
faster they were able to get ahead of the news. Occasionally 
they were caught out because the traveller whose arrival they 
had gone ahead to foretell turned back without their knowing. 
It is easy to dismiss the ‘demons’ as the ravings of a mind 
disordered by excessive fasting, if, that is, we forget that it is 
Athanasius and not Antony who is writing. But if we look more 
closely at the demons who often ‘conform themselves to the 
attitude they find us in when they come’, and at the contrasting 
states of mind which they represent, apprehension and joy, 
dejection and cheerfulness, spiritual sloth and renewed strength, 
confusion of mind and calmness of thought, we shall recognise 
these desert demons as indeed still familiar spirits and will see 
that the Life earned its great popularity because of the richness 
of its spiritual and psychological insight, a richness which was 
not matched by the many hagiographers who used it for a 
model. Some twenty years later, Jerome wrote his Life of Paul 
the Hermit. Paul, wealthy and highly educated, fled to the desert 
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to escape persecution, and after living there into his nineties, he 
heard that there was a hermit even older than himself, Antony, 
then aged 113. After many adventures on the way, Paul 
eventually found Antony and the two talked happily together. 
As they talked a raven dropped them a loaf of bread and they 
argued till late in the evening about which of them should break 
it. Paul, as the younger, thought that Antony should, but 
Antony, as the host, thought that Paul should. The difficulty 
was resolved when each took one end of the loaf and both 
pulled at the same time. This scene from the desert of Egypt was 
later carved by a Northumbrian sculptor, probably during 
Bede’s lifetime, and perhaps to symbolise the Mass, on the 
famous cross which now stands in the church at Ruthwell on the 
northern shore of the Solway Firth, and looking at this scene, as 
well as the others with which the cross is adorned, we can see at 
once how powerful was the appeal of popular hagiography to a 
largely unlettered population. 

One of the most popular of the western hagiographies was 
the Life of St Martin written by Sulpicius Severus who was born 
in Aquitaine ¢. 360 and received his education at Bordeaux. 
Born into a pagan family in Pannonia, bordering the Danube, 
Martin became a soldier and after some years of military service 
found himself fighting in Gaul, then greatly harassed by bar- 
barians’ assaults. Remaining in the army for some time after his 
baptism he later entered the service of Christ and after receiving 
one of the minor orders, he returned to Pannonia to visit his 
parents. He travelled in Illyria and Italy before returning to 
Gaul where he finally established his famous monastery at 
Marmoutier, across the Loire from the old city of Tours. There 
he attracted many followers of whom some lived like himself in 
wooden cells and others in caves hewn from the rock. He travel- 
led about northern Gaul, exposing a brigand who was being 
revered as a martyr, interrupting a pagan funeral which he had 
mistaken for a sacrificial procession, destroying old pagan 
temples and shrines, expelling demons and healing the sick. He 
is shown in association with Magnus Maximus, the same who 
had withdrawn troops from Britain in 383 in his bid for the 
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western empire, and, though himself becoming a bishop, we 
find him portrayed as meeting much opposition, even to the 
extent of persecution, from the Gaulish episcopate, perhaps 
because his ascetic ideals had not proved easily acceptable to 
the wealthy land-owning magnates who were the Gaulish 
bishops of his age. It is not difficult to understand why a work 
such as this became so popular. It was a tale full of rich ad- 
venture and those who heard it read aloud in St Martin’s 
church at Tours on his anniversaries would not have had their 
enjoyment spoilt by doubts about its historical veracity. Although 
it has moved a long way from the Athanasian attacks on the 
philosophical doctrines of Neo-Platonism, even here we find the 
opening chapter denouncing the folly of reading about the 
conflicts of Hector or the disputations of Socrates; eternal life 
was not to be sought by writing, fighting or philosophising, but 
through living a pious, holy and Godfearing life. The church at 
which Bertha, wife of King A{thelbert of Kent, worshipped in 
Canterbury before the arrival of the Augustinian mission, was 
dedicated to St Martin, as also was the church of St Ninian at 
Whithorn, but perhaps the most striking indication of the 
popularity of this work, and of Athanasius’s Life of St Antony, in 
England is, that when a monk of Lindisfarne came to write the 
[afe of his own Cuthbert, he prefaced the work with a chapter 
borrowed verbatim from the first chapter of the Life of St Martin, 
and later described Cuthbert’s character in words which he 
took from Athanasius’s Life of St Antony ? 

Following the pattern set by Athanasius, Jerome, Sulpicius 
Severus and others, many western churchmen, some known by 
name and others anonymous, rapidly turned hagiography into 
the most popular form of literary composition in the west, and 
not least in Brittany, Wales and Ireland. Since these areas were 
remote from the scenes of conflict with Aryanism and were but 
little affected by the struggle between Christianity and neo- 
pagan teaching descended ultimately from classical antiquity, 
there was no need for the western saints to be represented as the 
champions of orthodoxy against heresy. Instead they could 
devote their time to fighting against evil in more elementary, 
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and elemental forms. Inevitably the saint’s Life tended to con- 
form to a pattern, with his childhood, or even the very circum- 
stances of his birth, foretelling his future sanctity, his maturity 
marked by varying degrees of ascetical practices and by 
triumphant struggles against devils in various guises, and his 
death by edifying scenes followed at his tomb by a continuation 
of the miracles of his lifetime. At their worst the hagiographers 
produced no more than a tedious repetition of standard miracle 
stories, such as were the common stock of any saint of good 
standing, but at their best they could draw sympathetic and 
lively portraits of men who had a profound effect upon their 
contemporaries while they were alive, and an even more pro- 
found effect upon posterity after their death. 

The historical, and perhaps also the literary, value of a saint’s 
Life depends largely on whether the subject was one remote 
both in time and place, and therefore to be known only at many 
removes, or whether he was a local saint whose Life was written 
by one who had known him personally or at least at a time 
when many of his contemporaries were still alive. Among the 
former, from an English viewpoint, was St Felix of Nola, near 
Naples, who lived in the third century. Late in the fourth 
century Paulinus, a Gaulish churchman distinguished as a 
poet, became bishop of Nola where he composed a series of 
poems in honour of St Felix whom he adopted as his patron 
saint. Some at least of these poems were known to Bede and 
from them he wrote a Life of St Felix, perhaps prompted to do so 
by the associations between Northumbria and the Naples area 
of Italy. Similarly Bede wrote a Life of Anastasius, a Persian who 
had been martyred as recently as 628 and had a church 
dedicated to him outside Rome. In this instance Bede said that 
he had corrected as best he could a Life ‘which had been badly 
translated from the Greek, and worse emended by some un- 
skilled person’.* Bede’s interest in the lives and deaths of saints 
and martyrs - men whose good deeds would incite to imitation — 
is witnessed by the pains which he took in assembling his 
Martyrology, ‘in which [he writes] I have endeavoured diligently 
to note down all whom I could discover, and not only in what 
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day, but also by what sort of combat, and under what judge they 
overcame the world’.* The result was a work containing notices, 
derived from a great many different passiones and vitae, as well 
as other sources, of 114 martyrs or saints. Most of them were 
men and women who had lived in Mediterranean lands, but 
there was a small group from Burgundy, including the three in 
whose church Ceolfrith had been buried at Langres, as well as 
St Alban, Britain’s protomartyr from Romano-British days, and 
three of English race, St Audrey of Ely and the two Hewalds, 
missionaries born in Northumbria and killed while preaching to 
the continental Saxons. Bede’s Martyrology, compiled in the later 
years of his life, probably between 725 and 731, became the 
model from which all western martyrologies were descended, 
including the Roman Martyrology issued by Pope Gregory 
XIII in 1584.5 

Bede’s interest in the lives of saints and martyrs may well 
have owed something to his bishop, Acca, who succeeded 
Wilfrid at Hexham and who, as Bede himself later wrote, 
‘collected with the greatest industry the history of their 
passions’.* Bede was not an innovator in this field of compo- 
sition and one suspects that he may have found the more 
extravagant claims of the hagiographers distasteful. For his 
Martyrology he assembled as much factual information as he 
could, and in his version of the Lives of Felix and Anastasius his 
main concern was to ensure that they should be presented in a 
simple and readily intelligible form. He was similarly concerned 
with form, rather than any originality of content, in the two 
versions of the Life of Cuthbert which he wrote, one in verse and 
one in prose, but both deriving from an earlier Life written by an 
unknown monk of Lindisfarne. This earliest Life of Cuthbert is 
one of a group of three surviving Lives all written in North- 
umbria during the earlier part of Bede’s own lifetime, and all 
possessing characteristics which distinguish them from the 
common run of saints’ Lives and give them great historical as 
well as literary interest. Two of them concern Northumbrian 
saints, Cuthbert and Wilfrid, but the third is a Life of Gregory 
written by a monk at Whitby and now the oldest surviving Life 
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of the great pope who was regarded by the Whitby writer as the 
apostle of the English and the man who on the Day of Judge- 
ment would lead the English nation to the Lord. Although 
crude in its Latinity and in its presentation, the work 1s a valu- 
able source of early traditions about the conversion of the 
English and an important witness to the veneration felt for 
Gregory himself. Uninfluenced by the writings of the early 
hagiographers ~ Athanasius, Jerome, Sulpicius Severus — it has 
the attractive simplicity of the primitive, though it was probably 
not known to Bede. 

Wilfrid, intimately known to his biographer for many years, 
offered a life so rich in character and incident that it could not 
easily have been constrained within the accepted hagiographical 
conventions, and Eddius, the author, further enriched his 
material by a degree of enthusiasm for his subject which made 
him transparently partisan and tendentious. Bede was of course 
familiar with the work and he used it in his Ecclestastical History, 
though he was carefully selective in his choice of material. It 
was, however, with the third, and undoubtedly the most 
attractive of the three Northumbrian saints’ Lives that he was 
most particularly concerned, the Life of St Cuthbert. Using the 
anonymous Lindisfarne work, written between 699 and 705, as 
his main source, he compiled two versions of the saint’s life, the 
first written in heroic metre and the second in prose. In the 
Prologue to the prose version, which he addressed to the bishop 
and whole congregation of Lindisfarne, he explained how, 
undertaking the work at their request, he first made scrupulous 
investigation into the details of Cuthbert’s life and then began 
to make notes. When he had got what he calls his ‘little work’ 
arranged in proper order, though still in the form of notes, he 
showed it to a priest Herefrith who had formerly been abbot at 
Lindisfarne and came to visit him at Jarrow, and also to others 
who knew about Cuthbert’s life. Bede composed this Prologue in 
about 721, some 34 years after Cuthbert’s death, so that he 
would still have been able to get information about the saint 
from those who had known him personally. After revising his 
notes, he wrote down the Life on parchment and sent it to 
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Lindisfarne, where it was read for two days by the elders and 
teachers of the congregation who gave it their approval. 
Subsequently Bede learnt of further incidents in Cuthbert’s life, 
but it did not seem to him fitting that fresh material should be 
added to a work which had been planned and completed. He 
does not say in this Prologue, though he does elsewhere,’ that his 
chief source of information had been the earlier Lindisfarne Life 
of the saint. Though very seldom borrowing verbatim, he 
nonetheless followed his source closely. He added a little new 
material of interest, but these additions go only a small way 
towards accounting for the length of his own work which 
proved to be double that of his source. That he was a much 
better scholar than the Lindisfarne writer is certain, yet the 
direct simplicity of the Lindisfarne Life, containing many 
details of local interest which Bede omitted, seems nowadays to 
give a more faithful reflection of Cuthbert’s age than the more 
elaborate prose of Bede. 

The essence of hagiography was that it should be popular and 
easily understood by the unlettered, and perhaps it was because 
Bede found that his metric version of Cuthbert’s life did not 
meet this need that he later superseded it by a prose version. 
The absence of any continuing tradition of classical scholarship 
in Britain prevented the development of affectations of style, 
deriving from rhetoric, of the kind disliked by some continental 
hagiographers, such as Verus, Constantius or Eugippius, who 
expressed their intention of writing in simple terms.® Such 
protestations might indeed become a mere literary convention, 
but little more than a glance at the Latin of Sidonius Apollinaris 
or Avitus of Vienne would show the need for reaction towards 
simplicity. Caesarius of Arles, formerly a monk of Lérins, 
pleaded in one of his sermons? that the ears of the learned should 
be content to bear with simple words, and that because ignorant 
and unlettered men could not rise to the heights of scholars, the 
latter should be ready to bow to the level of the former. ‘There 
was, however, another form of affectation which had its roots in 
the delight taken by Irish scholars in bizarre words of obscure 
meaning and which has now become known as Hisperic Latin. 
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Bede, happily, was totally unaffected by this cult of the 
grotesque, though he may well have found some of its products 
in the Irish books of his library. Its English highpriest was 
Bede’s contemporary Aldhelm who has left so little that can still 
be cherished by posterity because his learning became choked 
in the convolutions of its own ingenuity. One of those who came 
to be influenced by Aldhelm’s style was Felix, the author of the 
Life of Guthlac, the fenland hermit, written shortly before or 
shortly after Bede’s death. Hagiographies could range from the 
extreme of mere miracle-mongering to accounts of men’s lives so 
plainly historical that they almost became biographies in the 
modern sense, and it was to such presentation that Bede himself 
was attracted. As we have seen, the history of his monastery can 
be told in considerable detail from its foundation until the 
abbacy of Hwetbert, almost half a century, from two works 
which were written there and which probably developed from 
commemorative sermons delivered on appropriate anniver- 
saries, the Life of Ceolfrith whose author is unknown, and Bede’s 
own History of the Abbots which was probably written between 
725, and 731. Save for a final paragraph in the former, telling of 
signs and wonders at Ceolfrith’s tomb at Langres, both are 
wholly free from the miraculous. 

Many other stories about the lives and deaths of holy men and 
women were certainly current in England in Bede’s day. Some, 
notably the Life of Columba, written by that same Adomnan who 
visited Jarrow c. 686, still survive, but others, like the little book 
in which Bede read about Ethelberga, abbess of Barking in 
Essex,!° have perished, and yet others, about such saintly kings 
as Edwin and Oswald may only have circulated orally. What- 
ever their form, the Lives of the saints, both foreign and native, 
provided a considerable body of what would have been regarded 
as suitable reading within the monastic precinct, as well as a 
source of instructive discourse for the unlettered outside. We 
may suppose that it was through such material as this, and 
through the vernacular poetry associated with Cedmon and 
Whitby, that the monasteries carried out their task of spreading 
some knowledge of the elements of the Christian faith among the 
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ordinary people of the countryside. It seems unlikely that there 
were many churches other than Wearmouth and Jarrow which 
possessed paintings of scenes from Scripture, but there may have 
been some. A passage in the Life of Willibald"' records how in 
his infancy, i.e. ¢. 700, his parents dedicated him to Christ before 
a cross, since it was the custom of the times for crosses to be set up 
on many of the estates of the nobility where there were no 
churches. Whatever views may be held about the exact date of 
the most famous of the Northumbrian stone crosses, those of 
Bewcastle and Ruthwell, sculptured representations of Christ, of 
the Crucifixion and the Ascension, of John the Baptist, of John 
the Evangelist, of the Apostles, and also of scenes such as the 
flight of Mary into Egypt, of Paul and Antony in the desert, of 
the healing of the blind man and of the turning of water into 
wine, were probably to be seen on stone monuments standing in 
the countryside of Bede’s age. 
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Secular and Christian Books 


Bede himself never became so deeply immersed in works of 
scholarship as to be forgetful of the end to which it was devoted, 
or of the need for evangelists among the ordinary people. This 
was why he would give English translations of the Credo and the 
Pater Noster to priests and why, on his deathbed, he was trans- 
lating St John’s Gospel into English. But for him as for other 
churchmen of earlier ages, the task of establishing a new 
Christian literature in the place held by old pagan beliefs and 
philosophies can hardly have seemed an easy one. Two gener- 
ations after Bede’s death another Northumbrian scholar, 
Alcuin, wrote in the year 797 to the bishop of Lindisfarne whose 
monastery had suffered four years earlier from the first of the 
Viking attacks against the Northumbrian coast. ‘When priests 
dine together’, he wrote, ‘let the words of God be read. At such 
a time it is fitting to listen to the reader, not to the harpist. What 
has Ingeld to do with Christ? Strait is the house and it will not 
be able to hold them both. The king of heaven will have no 
dealings with so-called kings who are heathen and damned, for 
this eternal king reigns in heaven while that pagan king who is 
damned groans in hell. The voices of readers should be heard in 
your houses, not the tumult of those who laugh in the streets.”! 
Alcuin here seems to be echoing words addressed by St Paul to 
the Corinthians — ‘What communion hath light with darkness? 
What concord hath Christ with Belial?’ —- words which were 
quoted by St Jerome who added, ‘What has Horace to do with 
the Psalter, Virgil with the Gospel and Cicero with Paul?... 
Although unto the pure all things are pure and nothing is to be 
refused if it be received with thanksgiving, still we ought not to 
drink the cup of Christ and the cup of devils at the same time.”? 
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It may seem incongrous to place the writings of Horace, Virgil 
and Cicero beside harpists’ lays telling about the adventures of 
pagan Germanic heroes, but Jerome, writing in 384, when 
Britain was still part of the Roman empire, was facing the same 
problem voiced by Alcuin in 797 — the attitude to be adopted by 
Christians towards pagan literature. Within the context of 
Bede’s England the problem, so far as it concerned Germanic 
paganism, admitted only one solution — total suppression — 
and how effective that solution was, is revealed by our present 
almost complete ignorance of the religious beliefs and the oral 
literature of the pagan Saxons. It cannot have been a church- 
man who chose to portray on a small whale-bone casket the three 
kings bringing gifts to the Virgin and Child in juxtaposition 
with one of the more gruesome legends from Germanic anti- 
quity, the story of Weland, the legend of Romulus and Remus, 
as well as the capture of Jerusalem by Titus.4 Such mixed 
mythologies though doubtless common enough among lay 
people, could never have been endorsed by the Church. The 
pagan background could only be allowed to survive if, as in 
Beowulf, it had first been steeped in Christianity. 

Germanic paganism was still immediately present to the 
world into which Bede was born, but since its literature and its 
mythology had never been put into writing, it presented no 
great problem to English churchmen of Bede’s age. The dragons 
and spectres which might be supposed to haunt fens and water 
springs were harmless characters of rural superstition, not 
formidable intellectual opponents. But the poets, philosophers 
and historians of pagan classical antiquity could still be read by 
those who had access to manuscripts of their works, and herein 
lay a problem of quite a different order. At a time when there 
were no specifically Christian schools, the educated Christian, 
like any other educated man, had been taught in the grammar 
schools and the schools of the rhetors where the curriculum was 
based upon a study of classical authors. The problem became 
exceedingly acute for the great scholars like Jerome and 
Augustine who lived when the unity of the classical world had 
not yet disintegrated and when its literature was still widely 
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read. For such, scarcely any other solution was possible save a 
compromise, not always itself stable, between the extremes 
which on the one hand encouraged the study of secular literature 
and on the other demanded its total rejection. Individual 
writers, attracted and repelled at one and the same time by very 
different philosophies of life, might well profess an attitude 
which they could not always put into practice in their writings, 
and perhaps for some the dilemma was insoluble. 

Jerome, summoned before the seat of Judgement in his dream 
and professing himself a Christian was told: “Thou liest; thou 
art a Ciceronian, not a Christian’;5 but though he may have 
abandoned the reading of secular literature for some years, he 
later returned to the classics and even wrote in defence of 
secular learning, attracted as much by classical humanism as he 
was by Christian asceticism.* Augustine, on the other hand, 
tended to move away from his earlier liberalism towards a more 
rigorously Christian position. In western Europe the problem 
gradually became less acute through the declining knowledge 
of the classics, and particularly of Greek, which accom- 
panied the disturbed conditions of the fifth and sixth centuries. 
There were certainly bishops in Gaul, such as Sidonius of 
Clermont and Avitus of Vienne, whose writings were deeply 
influenced by their classical] studies, but Caesarius of Arles, 
warned like Jerome in a dream, turned against secular 
literature and compared the third of the plagues of Egypt 
with the cunning of philosophy and the poisonous fabrications 
of heretics.’ 

Although ignorance of the Greek language, as well as the 
change of conditions wrought by the mere passage of time, 
might isolate both Isidore of Seville and Gregory the Great from 
much of classical antiquity, yet both had to face the problem of 
the Christian scholar confronted by pagan literature. If it was 
easy to denounce the immorality of poets who told of behaviour 
which ran counter to Christian teaching, it was less easy to 
deny all educative value to the work of some other writers, 
pagans though they might be. Isidore certainly recognised this 
value, accepting the coexistence of pagan and Christian 
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writings, rather than searching the latter for means of con- 
founding the former. Living himself in a world of transition, his 
attitude has been compared to that of Livy in offering several 
versions of the same historical episode without himself deciding 
to choose between them. ® Discussing the portents of storm or fair 
weather in a chapter of his De Natura Rerum,® he could cite as 
successive authorities Virgil, Varro, Nigidius Figulus and 
Christ. We find the same weather lore expressed in almost 
identical terms in the corresponding chapter of Bede’s De Natura 
Rerum,)° but without any reference to either pagan or Christian 
authorities. It has been said of Isidore’s De Libris Gentilium, a 
chapter of the third book of his Sententtae, that it is much less a 
condemnation of pagan literature than a long parallel between 
the formal attractions of the pagan books and the substance of 
truth contained in the Scriptures beneath an apparent poverty 
of form." 

The attitude adopted by Gregory the Great towards secular 
literature has often been unfairly judged from two seeming 
expressions of unqualified hostility. One of them is found in the 
dedicatory letter to Leander, brother of Isidore of Seville, with 
which he prefaced his Commentary on Job, and in which, after 
seeking to be excused for the inadequacies of his style, he 
expressed his firm conviction that the words of the Divine oracle 
ought not to be subject to the rules of Donatus. But this passage 
seems to be no more than an echo of a closely similar remark by 
Cassiodorus?? and in any case is too short to carry much weight. 
Gregory is more outspoken in a letter which he wrote to Desid- 
erius, bishop of Vienne, after word had reached him that the 
bishop had been teaching grammar to some people and had 
apparently been reciting poetry concerned with pagan topics. 
Gregory was forthright in his condemnation of the bishop’s 
behaviour and remarked, much in the manner of Paul and 
Jerome, that it was not right for one and the same mouth to mix 
the praises of Christ with the praises of Jupiter. Desiderius must 
consider how offensive it was for a bishop to recite poetry which 
was not fit even for a lay Christian.4® We do not know exactly 
what Desiderius had done, but if he had been giving public 
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teaching in grammar and public readings of pagan texts, 
neither Gregory himself nor any other pope in this age could 
have failed to condemn a practice which was likely to give 
renewed life to pagan ideas. We find a more carefully con- 
sidered statement of Gregory’s attitude in his Commentary on the 
first Book of Kings (I Samuel) a work whose authenticity, 
formerly rejected by many, has now been established.14 
Commenting on the passage, ‘Now there was no smith found 
throughout all the land of Israel’,!® Gregory remarks that we are 
to understand by this passage that ‘it 1s by Divine and not by 
secular letters that we are taught to wage spiritual warfare. The 
faithful of the Lord do not wage war against evil spirits by 
knowledge of secular arts. But although knowledge of secular 
literature is of no avail in itself for spiritual warfare, if it is 
united with Holy Scripture it may lead to a more profound 
understanding of that Scripture. The liberal arts are to be 
learnt only in order that knowledge of them may lead to a more 
profound understanding of the Divine Word. Evil spirits take 
away the desire to learn from the hearts of some so that they are 
ignorant of secular letters and do not attain to spiritual heights. 
Evil spirits know that when we are taught secular letters we are 
helped in spiritual letters’.16 In the light of this passage we 
cannot deny that Gregory set a considerable value upon the 
study of secular literature and the liberal arts, but always 
provided that they were recognised as being on a lower level 
from which it was the duty of the Christian to rise to greater 
heights. Commenting on the next verse — ‘But all the Israelites 
went down to the Philistines to sharpen every man his share, 
and his coulter and his axe and his mattock’ —- Gregory remarks 
that we too are going down to the Philistines when we turn our 
minds to the study of secular books, but his thought surely was 
that the mind which did so turn was made sharper and more 
acute by the study of those books. Secular knowledge had been 
placed by God upon the plain, but it was for the Christian to 
climb up from the plain to the heights of spiritual knowledge. 
Gregory does not condemn: he merely differentiates between 
two different levels of understanding. 
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Bede knew the story of Jerome’s dream,}’ but he evidently 
did not know Gregory’s commentary on the first Book of 
Kings and it is instructive to compare the differing interpret- 
ations which the two writers give to the same passages. Gregory’s 
comments on the function of secular literature, as preparing the 
reader to scale the greater heights of spiritual enlightenment, 
are entirely lacking from Bede’s commentary which is confined 
to brief remarks about the land of promise falling into the hands 
of enemies, the virtues of the church becoming corrupted, for 
want of those who could manufacture spiritual arms. But where 
Gregory implied that those who went down to the lands of the 
Philistines, though leaving the heights for the plain, yet did so 
to sharpen their wits, Bede seems to be adopting an altogether 
more hostile attitude towards secular hteratures. He writes: 
“Today also there are those who go down, abandoning the 
height which they should have climbed in order to hear the 
word of God. They give ear to secular tales and the doctrines 
of devils. By reading the works of the logicians, the rhetors and 
the poets of the gentiles for the cultivation of their earthly 
talents, they go as it were unarmed and lacking spiritual know- 
ledge to the blacksmiths of the Philistines to sharpen the iron 
tools of their woodland and rural husbandry.’?8 

Chapter 14 of the first Book of Kings tells of the victory won 
by Jonathan and his armour-bearer among the garrison of the 
Philistines and of how Jonathan, because he had not heard the 
command of his father that the people of Israel should not eat 
that day before evening, dipped his rod in a honeycomb and 
was told of the curse which his father had laid on any who 
should disobey his command. “Then said Jonathan, My father 
hath troubled the land: see, I pray you, how mine eyes have been 
enlightened, because I tasted a little of this honey. How much 
more, if haply the people had eaten freely today of the spoil of 
their enemies which they found ? for had there not been now a 
much greater slaughter among the Philistines ?’!® Gregory thus 
interprets the reference to the taste of honey: ‘It is as if he is 
saying “‘I have grown in stature from the praise of my subjects, 


> > 


even as I have sought not to be backward in giving praises”’ ’, 
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and Gregory then continues with a disquisition on the topic of 
praise. Bede, on the other hand, associates both verses symbolic- 
ally with the attitude of the Christian towards the ‘honey’ of 
secular literature. He observes that Moses and Daniel had not 
forbidden the giving of instruction in the philosophy and writ- 
ings of the Egyptians and the Chaldaeans, even though they 
feared their superstitions and their alluring delights, and 
moreover that even St Paul had put verses from the secular 
poets into his writings and sayings.?° ‘But we must use greater 
care in plucking the rose amid its sharp thorns than in gathering 
the lily in its soft foliage, and it is much safer to seek wholesome 
advice in the writings of the Apostles than in the pages of Plato. 
For even the bees themselves which make this kind of honey 
offer out of their mouths sweet sayings to soothe us, but keep in 
their hinder parts poisonous tales to kill.’ 

The analogy of flowers and of roses with their thorns has of 
course a long literary history. Bede’s use of it calls to mind two 
lines from the Versus in Bibliotheca which were inscribed on the 
book cases or on the walls of Isidore’s library in Seville: 


Prata vides plena spinis et copia florts ; 
St non vis spinas sumere, sume rosas.?* 


Commenting further on Jonathan’s claim that it would have 
been much better if all had been allowed to eat freely of the 
spoil of their enemies, Bede writes: “These words of Jonathan’s 
give support to anyone who does not think that the reading of 
secular works is harmful to those who are taught in church or 
even to those who teach. “‘You see,’ he says, “how much 
stronger, more intelligent and better prepared I have become in 
holding forth in a fitting manner because I have tasted a little 
of the flower of Tully’s writings; if Christian people had learnt 
the doctrines and beliefs of the gentiles, would they not all the 
more boldly and surely laugh their errors to scorn and refute 
them; would they not the more devotedly rejoice in their own 
true faith and give thanks for it to the father of light?” It is not 
to be thought that Moses or Daniel wanted to acquaint them- 
selves with secular philosophy for any other reason save that 
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they might be the better able to destroy and overthrow the 
philosophy which they had learnt.’? 

We can parallel Bede’s hostility towards the reading of 
secular works by several passages in which he condemns the 
seductive allurements of rhetoric, dialectic, philosophy and 
astrology — the tapestries and fine linen from Egypt with which 
the prostitute decked her bed.*4 He was not far removed from 
the age of the great heresies and we can see why, as a theologian, 
he devoted so much space in his commentaries to refuting the 
views of Arius, Pelagius, Eutyches, Manichaeus, Plotinus, 
Sabellius and all the other preachers of heresy. But the problem 
which confronted Bede in his attitude towards the literature of 
classical antiquity was scarcely comparable with the problem 
which had faced Augustine and Jerome, men well-educated in a 
very wide range of classical works, both Latin and Greek. 
Unhappily we have no means of determining the extent to 
which classical literature was known in the England of Bede’s 
age in general and to Bede himself in particular. It is of course 
possible to compile a list of the passages which Bede cites from 
classical works and such a list would include the names of Virgil, 
Ovid, Horace, Terence, Lucretius, Martial, Sallust and one or 
two others, but it would be folly to suppose that Bede drew his 
citations at firsthand from copies of the works of these writers in 
the libraries at Wearmouth and Jarrow. In most cases we can 
identify the same quotations in the works of the grammarians 
or of Isidore of Seville, but if even Isidore himself, so much 
nearer to possible sources of manuscripts, seems to have 
derived his knowledge of the writings of classical authors mainly 
at secondhand, we need strong evidence before we can admit 
that any of the works of classical antiquity were known to Bede 
at firsthand. 

Educational manuals whose purpose was to serve as intro- 
ductory textbooks for the study of the different branches of the 
liberal arts, florilegia, the compilations of the scholiasts and the 
works of the encyclopaedists were the principal means through 
which fragments of classical literature, perhaps several times 
removed from the originals, reached western Europe in the 
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times of Isidore and Bede. Much of this literature was ephem- 
eral and surely only a small part of it has survived. If we can 
show that Bede took about half of his quotations from Virgil 
from such sources, we must suspect that the remainder were of 
similar origin. When we find him misquoting a line from the 
Second Eclogue we may suspect, not so much that his memory has 
failed,2® as that he had taken the line as he had found it, in a 
corrupt form, from some grammarian’s manual. We have seen 
that the works of the Latin grammarians were copied in English 
scriptoria and were taken to the continent by English mission- 
aries, but, with one exception, there are no surviving manu- 
scripts of any of the works of the pagan classical writers which 
date from the age of Bede and which also show traces of having 
been associated with or written in English scriptoria. The 
exception is the Leyden manuscript which contains part of 
Pliny’s Natural History and which is thought to have been 
written in northern England,?° and it is significant that this is the 
only work from classical antiquity which we can be certain that 
Bede knew at firsthand, though even then he knew only parts of 
it. A striking indication of the attitude of at least a part of the 
western church towards classical texts is reflected in the 
collection of palimpsests deriving from the Irish foundation at 
Bobbio in northern Italy where we find that beautifully written 
texts containing the works of Cicero, Seneca, Pliny, Lucan and 
others were erased in order that the parchment might be used 
again for repairing damaged Biblical manuscripts, for copying 
patristic or grammatical treatises or for the works of Christian 
poets such as Sedulius.?” We would not nowadays suppose that 
a casual reference to Scylla and Charybdis implied that its 
author had read Homer’s Odyssey, Virgil’s Eclogues or Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses, nor should we make any such assumption when 
the author of the reference was Ceolfrith, abbot of Wearmouth 
and Jarrow.?§ 

We are told that Bede was familiar with the native poetry of 
his own people, but we do not know whether this was the new 
religious poetry, such as had been composed at Whitby in 
Czdmon’s day, or older poetry deriving from the pagan past. 


[290] 


SECULAR AND CHRISTIAN BOOKS 


Some of the latter presumably survived beyond Bede’s lifetime 
since there would otherwise have been no point in Alcuin’s 
rebuke to the monks of Lindisfarne, but excepting only Cad- 
mon’s brief hymn to Creation, no vernacular poetry, whether 
pagan or Christian, now survives in manuscripts dating from 
Bede’s age, and we are probably justified in thinking that such 
works as these, like the works of classical antiquity, were seldom, 
if ever, copied in English scriptoria in Bede’s age. If we look at 
the content of surviving manuscripts which were either written 
in Anglo-Saxon monasteries, in England or on the continent, or 
which belonged to such monasteries during the age of Bede, 
extending the lower limit of date to cover the remainder of the 
eighth century after Bede’s death, we find of course, as we have 
already seen, that by far the greater part consists of books from 
the Bible itself, especially the Gospels and the Psalter. But 
outside the Bible the works of some thirty other writers are 
represented. Among the Fathers, for example, the work of 
Ambrose is represented in a sixth-century uncial manuscript, 
now at Boulogne, which is believed to have been written in 
Italy, but which had come into English hands by the eighth 
century since it bears marginalia written in an Anglo-Saxon 
minuscule of that date.?® It may have travelled from Italy to 
England and thence to France. Ambrose is also represented in 
an eighth-century manuscript which was probably written in 
Northumbria and which also contains Jerome’s commentary on 
Ecclesiastes. This manuscript later went to the English found- 
ation at Fulda and is now preserved at Cassel. Fragments of 
Jerome’s commentary on St Matthew also survive, but in 
general eighth-century English copies of the writings of Amb- 
rose, Jerome and Augustine are rare.3° A notable manuscript, 
now at Durham and comparable in size with the Codex 
Amiatinus, contains Cassiodorus’s commentary on the Psalms, 
with two full-page miniatures representing David.*! Also at 
Cassel are fragments of a copy of the Cellationes of Cassian 
written in an Anglo-Saxon minuscule hand of the eighth 
century.*? 

Among other theological works we find the writings of 
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Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Pauline Epistles, of Philippus on 
the Book of Job and Primasius on the Apocalypse.*? A much 
rarer work, the commentary of Apponius on the Song of Songs, 
is preserved in an eighth-century manuscript which is now at 
Boulogne but which was written, probably in southern England, 
by a nun called Burginda who wrote her name at the end of a 
long subscription to an ‘illustrious youth’ for whose prayers she 
asked.*4 The writings of Christian poets are represented by 
Paulinus of Nola, by Sedulius, whose popular Carmen Paschale is 
found in three manuscripts, and by the English Aldhelm’s De 
Laudibus Virginitate.85 Historical works include the Latin trans- 
lation which Rufinus made from the Greek History of Euse- 
bius.3® The Latin translation which Hegesippus made of 
Josephus’s History of the Jews is found in a sixth-century 
Italian manuscript which had been damaged by damp and was 
restored in the eighth century by a scribe who wrote in Anglo- 
Saxon minuscule hand. This manuscript, now preserved at 
Cassel, found its way to Fulda, probably from England.*? 
Another historical work is the abridgement which Justinus made 
of the history written by Pompeius Trogus. This manuscript, 
probably Northumbrian in origin, later passed to the continent 
where it became the ancestor of the whole transalpine trans- 
mission of the work of Justinus.®® 

Whereas the works of these and some other writers now 
survive in one, two or at most three manuscripts dating broadly 
from Bede’s age and associated directly or indirectly with 
Anglo-Saxon scribes, there are four writers who, to judge from 
the strength of the Anglo-Saxon manuscript transmission were 
outstandingly popular among the English, whether at home or 
abroad. Applying the same criteria of date and of Anglo-Saxon 
associations, we find 13 manuscripts containing works of Jerome 
and 17 with those of Augustine of Hippo, but even these are 
outstripped by the works of two men living much nearer to the 
age of Bede, Isidore of Seville and Gregory the Great whose 
works are found in 21 and 28 manuscripts respectively, though 
in some cases no more than a fragment of a manuscript survives. 
The works of Isidore represented through the English trans- 
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mission are the Etymologiae in four copies, the Synonyma also in 
four, the De Natura Rerum in three, the Differentiae in two, the 
Prooemia in two, the De Ortu et Obitu Patrum in two, the De 
Ecclestasticis Officiis in two, the Quaestiones in Testamentum Vetus in 
one.®® Although it does not now survive in an eighth-century 
manuscript with English associations, we know that Isidore’s 
Chronicon reached England and was used by Bede. In the light 
of this evidence we cannot doubt that the works of Isidore of 
Seville were a major influence on the development of Anglo- 
Saxon intellectual life in the age of Bede, an influence whose 
power was rivalled, and perhaps exceeded, only by that of 
Gregory the Great. 

The works of Gregory the Great are known to survive in some 
95 manuscripts — some of them no more than fragments — which 
were written not later than the earliest years of the ninth 
century. Rather less than one third of this total, some 28 
manuscripts in all, can be attributed either directly to monast- 
eries in England or to continental monastic centres with strong 
English associations. The strength of the English contribution to 
the transmission of Gregory’s works may have been even 
greater than these figures suggest. We know that an English 
scribe who called himself Peregrinus worked in the scriptorium 
at Freising in Bavaria and it is believed that two manuscript 
copies of Gregory’s Moralia written at Freising derive from a 
common, but now lost, Anglo-Saxon exemplar.*® It may well be 
that other manuscript copies of Gregory’s writings from 
Freising likewise derive ultimately from lost English copies, even 
though they do not now reveal any distinctively English 
characteristics. English interest in Gregory’s works is strikingly 
revealed by a manuscript of the Homiliae in Evangelia now 
preserved in Barcelona.*! Its origin is uncertain but since it 
bears on f. 28 what appears to be a representation of a flamingo, 
southern origin, perhaps southern France or Spain, seems 
likely. Written in an uncial hand attributed to the seventh or 
eighth century, it bears upon it corrections and liturgical 
formulae which have been added by an English reader who 
wrote in an English uncial or minuscule hand of the eighth 
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century. It may be that this manuscript had been lent to an 
English monastery and then returned, or it may be that an 
English scholar studied it in its original southern home. In 
addition to this manuscript which had certainly been used by an 
English reader, the Homiliae in Evangelta are represented in three 
or four other copies directly or indirectly of English origin. One 
of them, written in a rather clumsy majuscule, may be Kentish. 
A second, seemingly written in an Anglo-Saxon centre on the 
continent bears on f. 71v the female name Adirhilt which may be 
that of the scribe. A third, perhaps also written on the continent, 
bears the name Erkanfrit in runes on f. 71, and may have some 
Canterbury connections.** Gregory’s Homiliae in Ezechtelem are 
found in six manuscripts, of which one was written by the scribe 
Peregrinus who worked at Freising in the second half of the 
eighth century.43 We find the same Peregrinus copying the works 
of Jerome and Isidore.44 He wrote a characteristically English 
pointed minuscule and, from the name which he adopted, he 
was presumably an English monk who left his country as a 
pilgrim pro amore Det and finally settled as a scribe at Freising in 
Bavaria, a monastery associated with English missionary 
activities. From Freising itself we have two copies of Gregory’s 
Moralia, one of them written by Peregrinus himself and both 
deriving from a common English ancestor.*® This work is also 
known from five other manuscripts with English associations, 
though in some instances mere fragments survive.*® The Dialogt 
are also known from five manuscripts, but again sometimes 
only small fragments remain, in one case as the lower script of 
a palimpsest with the upper script dating from after 1500.‘ 
Finally the Regular Pastoralis, a book which certainly exercised a 
profound influence on Anglo-Saxon England in the age of Bede 
as well as that of Alfred, is known from six manuscripts. Three 
of them now survive only in a fragmentary state varying from a 
few scraps to six folios.4* Two other copies likewise believed to 
have been written in England, and now preserved at Paris and 
Cassel respectively, have fared better, as also has the sixth which 
was written, probably at some English centre on the continent, 
by a scribe who called himself Willibald.*® Bede was of course 
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familiar with all five of these works of Gregory’s — the two sets 
of homilies on Ezekiel and on the Gospels, the commentary on 
Job (Moralia) the four books on the Dialogues and the Pastoral 
Care (Regula Pastoralis) which last is thought to have been 
brought to England by Augustine when he came to Canterbury 
in 597. In addition to these major works, some minor Gregorian 
works were also known in England — some of the letters and also 
his Libellus Responsionum which were used by Bede in his cwn 
Mstory, as well as the Libellus Synodicus relating to the Roman 
synod of 595. There would certainly be copies of all these works 
in the libraries at Wearmouth and Jarrow, and we are not likely 
to be mistaken in thinking that the major works of Gregory the 
Great were more frequently copied in Anglo-Saxon scriptoria in 
the age of Bede than those of any other writer. English scribes 
played a major part in spreading these works not only across 
England, but also across Germany as far as Bavaria.5° 
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We have taken account of some of the books which Bede and 
his contemporaries read and copied — the Biblical commentaries 
both old and new, the lives of the saints, the works of the 
Christian poets, the historians of the Christian church — writings 
which would lead to a better knowledge and understanding of 
Scripture. We have also reviewed some of Bede’s own writings — 
the schoolbooks on Orthography, on Metre and on Figures, the 
scientific treatises on Times and on the Nature of Things, the 
Lives of the Saints whether they had lived in the east or nearer 
at hand in Bede’s own Northumbria, the history of his own 
monastery and of the abbots who ruled it. But these works, 
though a very considerable achievement for a scholar of this age, 
amount only to a small part of the totality of his writings. We 
may remind ourselves of his own remark that from the time of 
receiving priest’s orders in his thirtieth year until he reached his 
fifty-ninth year he had been at pains, for his own needs and for 
those of his brethren ‘to compile from the works of the venerable 
fathers brief notes on Holy Writ, and also to make additions 
according to the manner of their meaning and interpretation’.! 
It must be admitted that Bede’s Biblical commentaries are not 
nowadays read save by those concerned with his theology or 
with tracing the different sources which he used and the 
particular methods which he employed. Passionate in his 
support of orthodoxy and in his condemnation of heresy, he was 
a traditionalist whose prime concern was with the diffusion of 
the accepted beliefs of the catholic church, as they had reached 
him through the works of the fathers, among people who, as we 
can all too easily forget, were still emerging from paganism. We 
may recall an occasion when some monks were caught by wind 
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and tide and carried out to sea beyond the mouth of the Tyne, 
while rustics on the bank jeered at them. ‘Let no man pray for 
them’, they said, ‘for they have robbed men of their old ways of 
worship, and how the new worship is to be conducted, nobody 
knows.”? [t was towards the conduct of the new worship and to 
spreading a knowledge of its Scriptures that Bede devoted the 
greater part of his intellectual life. This was the achievement by 
which he himself, his contemporaries and the posterity of the 
European Middle Ages set the greatest store. The measure of 
that achievement is not easily gauged but we can appreciate 
something of its magnitude by merely learning that, apart from 
all his other writings, his Biblical commentaries on both the Old 
and the New Testament comprise about 45 books, some 
relatively short, others of considerable length. The influence of 
these books on the civilisation of western Europe is strikingly 
indicated by the fact that they can still be read in substantially 
more than 950 manuscripts scattered across every part of 
western Europe. Not all of his works achieved equal popularity. 
For example the four books of his commentary on Samuel are 
known in only eight manuscripts, perhaps because his extreme 
use of the allegorical method in this commentary proved 
distasteful. But his commentary on St Mark’s Gospel is known 
in 95 manuscripts, on St Luke’s Gospel in go and on the Catholic 
Epistles in more than 110. Bede’s Biblical commentaries, already 
beginning to circulate in England during his lifetime, spread 
across Germany and France within a few years of his death.® 
Many of them were still being copied in the twelfth and thirt- 
eenth centuries. 

Whatever imporiance different ages have attached to the 
different facets of Bede’s intellectual achievement, whether as 
teacher, historian or theologian, he himself leaves us in no 
doubt that he would have supposed all his labours to have been 
in vain, if they had not born fruit in the daily lives of ordinary 
men and women. We must not suppose, because we know so 
little about the common incidents of his own daily life, that he 
was a recluse writing only for scholars more concerned with 
theological argument than with daily living. There is a passage 
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in his commentary on the first book of Samuel in which he 
develops a homely analogy from the cook-house. We are being 
nourished, he writes, on food cooked on a griddle when we 
understand literally, openly and without covering those things 
which have been said or done to protect the health of the soul; 
upon food cooked in the frying-pan when, by frequently turning 
over the superficial meaning and looking at it afresh, we 
comprehend what it contains which corresponds allegorically 
with the mysteries of Christ, what with the state of the catholic 
church and what with setting right the ways of individuals; and 
afterwards we search in the oven when, by exerting our minds, 
we lay hold of those mystica] things in the scriptures which as 
yet we cannot see, but which we hope to see in the future. The 
analogy of the spiritual kitchen comes aptly from the pen of a 
man who had devoted his life to the preparation of healthy 
spiritual food for people hitherto nourished on a paganism, 
which, intellectually, had been untouched by the civilisation of 
classical antiquity, and aptly too from a scholar whose writings 
cannot fail to leave upon their readers an impression of intel- 
lectual humility. Bede could be stern and uncompromising in 
matters of sin and heresy -—and such matters included the 
folly of those who did not celebrate Easter upon the proper 
date — but he was no less forthright in condemning arrogance. 
We do not know when he wrote his two books comprising fifty 
sermons on texts from the Gospels, but they seem to represent 
the maturity of his thoughts in later years, and they contain 
some passages which seem to reveal a little of the man himself. 
He writes in one of them: ‘When we notice, while we are 
talking, that some of the less learned brethren cannot under- 
stand those mysteries of the Scriptures which we have not 
always known, but which we have gradually learnt to know 
with God’s help, we are apt to be immediately puffed up. We 
despise them and boast about our learning as if it were uniquely 
profound and as if there were not a great many others much 
more learned than ourselves. We, who do not like to be despised 
by those who are more learned than us, delight in despising, or 
even ridiculing, those who are less learned than us. We do not 
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trouble to remember that the way to the kingdom is revealed 
not to those who only by meditation achieve understanding 
either of the mysteries of the faith or of the precepts of their 
founder, but rather to those who put into practice what they 
have been able to learn.’5 

Bede was forthright in condemning the ways of those who 
delighted in taking part in lewd, boastful or blasphemous talk, 
in spreading slander and sowing discord among the brethren, as 
well as the hypocrisy of those who prolonged the services in the 
church with singing and prayer while their hearts were else- 
where.® Nonetheless he shows a compassionate understanding 
of the weaknesses of human nature and of the many ways in 
which a man’s conduct of his life might be influenced by his 
failure to control his own thoughts. There were some thoughts 
which corrupted the mind by leading it directly into the 
committing of evil deeds. There were others which troubled the 
mind by causing it to indulge in the anticipation of evil, 
though falling short of the act itself. And there were yet other 
thoughts which, though they did not lead the mind astray, yet 
prevented it from the contemplation of good, “as when we recall 
in memory the ghosts of things which we know that we have at 
some time done or said needlessly; memories which disturb 
rather than blind the spiritual sight, buzzing round the eyes of 
the heart like a cloud of midges’.? Man must learn to control his 
thoughts by constant perseverance in prayer. ‘For whatsoever 
things we are more often in the habit of doing, saying or listening 
to, those same things inevitably return the more often to our 
minds, as if coming back to their own familiar homes. Even as 
pigs haunt their wallowing places in the mud, and doves the 
limpid streams, so do evil thoughts defile the impure mind while 
spiritual thoughts sanctify the chaste.’® Bede’s thoughts on 
prayer are more fully expressed in the moving sermon which he 
composed In Litanits Majoribus : 


Citizens of the heavenly fatherland who are pilgrims upon earth are 
not forbidden to pray unto the Lord for times of peace, for bodily 
health, for abundance of crops, for fair weather and for the neces- 
sities of life — that is, if these things are not sought to excess, and if 
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they are sought only that, with abundance of provision for the 
present, we may head the more freely towards the gifts that are to 
come. But there are some who demand temporal peace and pros- 
perity from their Creator, not in order that they may obey that same 
Creator with greater dedication of spirit, but in order that they may 
have all the more opportunity for revellings and drunkenness, 1n 
order that they may the more easily and freely become slaves to the 
allurements of their own fleshly desires. Of such men it is rightly said 
that they pray in evil fashion. But truly all those who pray in this 
way, because they pray evilly, do not deserve to receive an answer. 
And so, my beloved brethren, let us strive both to pray well and to 
become worthy to receive those things for which we pray. ® 


No single work written by Bede was more frequently copied 
from the date of its completion until the age of the printed book 
than the work which he called Historia Gentits Anglorum Eccles- 
iastica. This great work, cast in the form of a continuous 
narrative of five Books, spans a period of almost eight centuries 
from Julius Caesar’s invasion of Britain to within two or three 
years of Bede’s own death in 735. A lifetime of labour in the 
fields of grammar, natural science, chronology, hagiography 
and Biblical exegesis had given to Bede a view of history not as a 
mere collection of unrelated episodes, but as an orderly chrono- 
logical development extending over several millennia from the 
first creation of man. It was his profound sense for historical 
time which enabled him to depart from the type of dry an- 
nalistic record which was concerned with little else but battles 
and the deaths of kings. To find a work of comparable scale we 
must either look back to the historians of antiquity or forward 
to such as William of Malmesbury. Yet such comparisons do 
less than justice to Bede’s achievement if they lead us to ignore 
the realities of that alter orbis in which he lived or to overlook 
his own views about the ends which were served by the writing 
of history. Bede wrote, as he expressly states in the Preface, ad 
instructionem posteritatis, believing that those who listened to, or 
themselves read, a work telling of the way in which their 
ancestors had been converted from paganism to Christianity 
would be inspired to imitate the good and shun the evil. 


[302] 


CANDELA ECCLESIAE 


We must recognise that in Bede’s sight, devotion to the 
catholic faith was the measure of good and that departure from 
catholic orthodoxy was a grave sin upon which there could be 
no compromise. This underlying belief, while allowing him to 
write generously of Aidan who came to Lindisfarne as a 
missionary of the Columban church in Iona, led him to write 
harshly of the British church whose clergy had failed to preach 
to the heathen Anglo-Saxons and still remained outside the fold 
of catholic orthodoxy in the observance of Easter. Modern 
readers, unfamiliar with the world in which Bede lived, may 
wonder at the place held by the miraculous in the History, but 
Bede would have answered that it was part of the true law of 
history (vera lex historiae) to commit to writing for the in- 
struction of posterity all such things as could be gathered from 
common report. He knew that when, in his Gospel, St Luke 
called Joseph the father of Jesus, he did not do so because he 
was so In very truth, but because all men believed that he was. 
Bede could follow Jerome in thinking that it was part of the 
function of history to record what ordinary people believed. In 
his time, and for many centuries afterwards, popular opinion 
expected, and even demanded, the performance of miracles. If 
there 1s any occasion for surprise it is rather that the miraculous 
element in the Ecclestastical History is so slight, and that it ts 
totally absent from the History of the Abbots. 

For the earlier part of the History Bede was naturally depend- 
ent on the writings of previous historians, and very few were 
available to him, but from the date of Augustine’s arrival in 
Kent he was able to draw upon the letters of Gregory the Great 
of which copies were brought to him from Rome, upon tradition, 
upon information which he gathered from bishops and monast- 
erles in the various English kingdoms and upon his own direct 
knowledge. Although we must not attribute to Bede himself the 
invention of the annus domint, his History was the first major 
historical work in which this Christian era was consistently 
used. Bede brought to the writing of the History a mastery of 
chronology, a consistently critical attitude towards his sources, 
a highly-developed sense for the dramatic which he could 
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express in prose both lucid and vivid, a remarkable ability to 
coordinate details of widely diverse origin and a mind matured 
by a lifetime of scholarly study. These are the qualities giving 
greatness to the work which, by the common judgement of the 
medieval and the modern worlds, is Bede’s masterpiece. 
Forgetful of all the resources that now lie at the service of any 
historian, it is easy, and currently fashionable, to be critical of 
the History, but the more deeply we delve into the world in which 
it was created, the more its greatness becomes apparent. Bede 
was not born, as were Jerome and Augustine, into a still-cohering 
Roman empire, nor even, like Isidoreand Gregory, intoastill liter- 
ate society not yet severed from its classical roots. His most recent 
forebears belonged to the unlettered paganism of north-western 
Europe for whose enlightenment he bequeathed so much. 

The History has never ceased to be read. More than 150 
manuscript copies of it still survive and there are many other 
manuscripts which contain extracts from it. We have no auto- 
graph from Bede himself, nor anything else written in his own 
hand, but the work is known in several good eighth-century 
manuscripts and one or two of them are held to have been 
written at Wearmouth or Jarrow within a very few years of 
Bede’s death. It was still being copied by hand in the fifteenth 
century when the first printed edition was produced by Heinrich 
Eggesteyn of Strasbourg in about 1475, and im the times of 
Reformation and counter-Reformation there were many who 
found it fresh grist for the Roman mill. It was translated into 
Old English in the time of Alfred the Great, or perhaps a little 
earlier,!° and the first modern English translation was printed 
by John Laet at Antwerp in 1565. The author of this translation, 
Thomas Stapleton, prefaced his work with a long letter ad- 
dressed to Queen Elizabeth I in which he wrote: ‘In this history 
it shall appeare in what faith your noble Realme was christened, 
and hath almost these thousand yeres continued: to the glory of 
God, the enriching of the Crowne, and great wealth & quiet 
of the realme. In this history your highness shall see in how 
many and weighty points the pretended refourmers of the 
church in your Grace’s dominions have departed from the 
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patern of that sounde and catholike faith planted first among 
Englishemen by holy S. Augustin our Apostle, & his vertuous 
company, described truly and sincerely by Venerable Bede, so 
called in all Christendom for his passing vertues and rare 
learning, the Author of this History.’ 

Bede continued the narrative of the History till midsummer of 
731, but it probably did not reach its final form until 732, just 
three years before his death. As he surveyed the state of the 
nation in 731, he saw the English living peacefully with their 
neighbours, the Picts and the Scots, but many of the British 
were still hostile and persisting in their error about the observ- 
ance of Easter. The times were secure and there were many 
among his own people, noblemen as well as others, who were 
laying aside the profession of arms and seeking to devote them- 
selves as well as their children to the monastic life. Yet Bede was 
a man altogether too earnest in the pursuit of truth to close his 
eyes to signs of present and approaching ills, and we can sense 
something of his own anxiety in the closing paragraphs of the 
History. In 733, when he was already past his sixtieth birthday, 
he went to York to visit his former pupil, Egbert, who was then 
holding the bishopric. He had hoped to pay him a second visit 
in 734, but because he was too ill to travel, he wrote Egbert a 
letter instead, and this letter is the last work which we have from 
his pen. As Bede well knew, though he may not have known it 
more than three or four years, it had been the intention of 
Gregory the Great that Augustine’s archbishopric in Canter- 
bury should be balanced by an archbishopric in York, but this 
intention had been frustrated by the death of King Edwin and 
the subsequent flight of Paulinus to Kent. We may well be right 
in thinking that part of Bede’s talk with Egbert had been about 
the archbishopric which was in fact established in 735, the year 
of Bede’s death. 

Perhaps more than any other of his works, the letter of 734 
reveals the depths of Bede’s concern with the immediate daily 
needs of his fellow-men. He wrote much about the conduct to be 
expected of one who held high office in the church, of the duty 
of teaching as well as of right behaviour. Among the Scriptures 
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he commended particularly the letters of Paul to Timothy and 
Titus. He urged the bishop to pay close heed to the writings of 
Gregory, especially the Regula Pastoralis, to correct those 
bishops who were rumoured to be given up to laughter, jests, 
tales, feasting and drunkenness, and to read carefully in the 
Acts of the Apostles so that he might learn what kind of men 
worked with Paul and Barnabas. Within his own diocese he 
must ease the burden upon himself by ordaining more priests 
and appointing more teachers who would be able to visit the 
outlying villages and hamlets, some of which, as Bede had heard 
had never seen a bishop for years on end, even though they were 
all expected to pay their dues to the church. In preaching to the 
people, emphasis must be laid first and foremost upon the 
Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer. It could be assumed that 
all those who had learnt Latin would be familiar with them, but 
those who knew no Latin must learn to repeat them in their 
own language. He must try to appoint more bishops, up to the 
number of twelve within the York metropolitan area as Gregory 
had urged, using monastic centres as episcopal seats, even 
though he might thereby meet opposition from abbots and 
monks. In particular he was to give his attention to eradicating 
certain grave abuses which had led to the growth of spurious 
forms of monasticism. Laymen had bought lands in many 
places under the pretext of founding monasteries, and had 
secured hereditary right in them by royal charters, even getting 
documents of privilege confirmed by the subscriptions of 
bishops and abbots. By such means men of rank had contrived 
to exempt themselves from military duties and their lands from 
secular taxation. So much land was coming under the control of 
these spurious monasteries, inhabited by laymen living with 
their wives and children, that the defences of the kingdom were 
endangered by the lack of fighting men and the sons of the 
nobility were moving overseas because there were no estates 
with which they could be endowed. There is indeed much in 
this letter to suggest that Bede was deeply concerned about the 
state of the church within his own kingdom of Northumbria, yet 
we must remember that he was writing not so much to praise 
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the good which he found, as to guide his old pupil in the work 
which yet needed to be done. He could write in this same letter 
of the ‘innumerable blameless people of chaste conduct, boys 
and girls, young men and maidens, old men and women’ who 
were fully worthy to participate week by week in the observ- 
ances of the celestial mysteries. 

Bede died on the evening of 25 May 735, but because the 
Resurrection of Christ had so changed the order of time that the 
darkness of night had become joined to the light of the following 
day, the observances of the next day, itself Ascension Day, had 
already begun. Kalendars of later years show that the monks of 
Winchester and one or two other West Saxon monasteries, 
observed his festival on 26 May, a day which he shared with St 
Augustine of Canterbury but the two festivals were later 
separated with Bede’s moved to 27 May. The manner of Bede’s 
death is movingly described by Cuthbert who later became 
abbot of the monastery and who writes as one recalling what he 
himself had seen. Shortly before Easter of the year 735 Bede 
began to be troubled by increasing weakness and difficulty with 
his breathing, yet he continued not only with his teaching and 
chanting, but also with two other works which he was anxious to 
complete, a translation into English of part of the Gospel 
according to St John and a collection of extracts from the works 
of Isidore of Seville, seemingly from the De Natura Rerum: 
‘For’, he said, ‘I do not want my children to read what is false 
or to labour at this in vain after my death.’ Bede’s latest care 
seems to have been to ensure that his pupils in the school, not 
well versed in Latin, should not be led into error by faulty 
translations into English. 

The rest is best told in the words of Cuthbert’s letter: 


But when we had got to the Tuesday before Ascension Day he began 
to find much greater difficulty in breathing, and a slight swelling 
appeared in his feet. Yet he went on teaching throughout the whole 


of that day, and dictating cheerfully. Now and again as he taught, 
he said: 


‘Learn quickly — for I do not know how long I shall live or if my 
Maker will soon take me away.’ 
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But it seemed to us that perhaps he already well knew of his 
departure. And so he passed the night, wakeful in the giving of 
thanks. And when the day broke, that is the Wednesday, he bade us 
write diligently at what we had begun, and we did this until the 
third hour. From the third hour, as the custom of that day required, 
we walked in procession with the relics. And one of us who was with 
him said to him: 

‘There is still missing one chapter of the book you were dictating, 
but it seems hard for you that I should ask more of you.’ 


But he answered: 
‘It is easy — take up your pen and ink, and write quickly.’ 


And he did so. Then, at the ninth hour, he said to me: 


‘I have a few treasures in my wallet -—some pepper, some 
napkins and some incense — so run quickly and bring the priests 
of our monastery to me so that I can distribute among them such 
small gifts as God has given me.’ 


And I did so greatly agitated. And when they had come he spoke to 
them, encouraging and beseeching each one individually to be 
diligent in offering prayers and masses for him. And they promised 
him that they would. And they all wept and were grieved, especially 
because he had said that they must not expect to see his face much 
longer in this world. Yet they rejoiced because he said: 


“Now is the time, if it be my Maker’s will, for me to be set free 
from this flesh and to come to Him who fashioned me from 
nothing when as yet I was not. I have lived a long time and my 
merciful judge has ordered my life well. The time of my delivery 
is at hand for my soul longs to see Christ my king in his glory’. 

This and many other things he said for our enlightenment and so 
he passed his last day in gladness until the evening. Then the boy 
of whom I have spoken, Wilbert by name, said to him: 


‘Dear master, there is still one sentence not yet written down.’ 
And he answered: 


‘Very well, write it.’ 
And after a little while the boy said: 


‘Now it is done.’ 
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‘Good ~ it is finished; truly have you spoken. Take my head in 
your hands, because I want to sit opposite the holy place where I 
used to pray, so that as I sit there I may call upon my Father.’ 


And so, upon the floor of his little cell, singing ‘Glory be to the 
Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost’, he breathed out the 
last breath from his body. And we may surely believe that, as he had 
always laboured with such great devotion in the praising of God, 
his soul was carried by the angels to the Joys of Heaven for which he 
longed so much. All who heard and saw the death of our father 
Bede, used to say that they had never seen any other man end his 
life with such great devotion and peace of mind.’ 
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rerum as well as the computistical treatises. The edition of Bede’s 
Historia ecclesiastica by B. Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors (Oxford, 
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1969), appeared too late for Hunter Blair to use; it is now to be used 
in combination with J. M. Wallace-Hadrill, Bede’s Ecclesiastical His- 
tory of the English People (Oxford, 1988). 


Collaborative volumes: A collection of 22 essays in commemoration of the 
1300th anniversary of Bede’s birth (1973) appeared as Famulus 
Christi, ed. G. Bonner (London, 1976). The following also contain 
much of relevance to Bede: Bede and Anglo-Saxon England, ed. R. T. 
Farrell, British Archacological Reports 46 (Oxford, 1978); Saints, 
Scholars and Heroes: Studies in Medieval Culture in Honour of Charles W. 
Jones, ed. M. H. King and W. Stevens, 2 vols. (Collegeville, MN, 
1979); Ideal and Reality in Frankish Society: Studies presented to J. M. 
Wallace-Hadrill, ed. P. Wormald, D. Bullough and R. Collins (Ox- 
ford, 1983); and St Cuthbert: His Cult and Community to AD 1200, ed.G. 
Bonner, D. Roilason and C. Stancliffe (Woodbridge, 1989). 


Collected papers: P. Meyvaert, Benedict, Gregory, Bede and Others (London, 
1977) [5 essays on Bede]; P. Hunter Blair, Anglo-Saxon Northumbria 
(London, 1984); and J. Campbell, Essays in Anglo-Saxon History 
(London—Ronceverte, 1986) [4 essays on Bede; much more of direct 
relevance]. 


Studies on Bede: There is a bricf but excellent introduction to Bede, with 
helpful bibliography, by G. H. Brown, Bede the Venerable (Boston, 
1987); see also T. Eckenrode, ‘The Venerable Bede: A Bibliog- 
raphical Essay 1970-81’, American Benedictine Review 36 (1985), 172- 
gt. Note also: G. Bonner, ‘Bede and Medicval Civilization’, Anglo- 
Saxon England 2 (1973), 71-90; P. Meyvaert, ‘Bede and the Church 
Paintings at Wearmouth-Jarrow’, Anglo-Saxon England 8 (1979), 
63-77; A. GC. Dionisotti, ‘On Bede, Grammars and Greck’, Revue 
Bénédictine 92 (1982), 11-41; R. Ray, ‘Bede’s Vera Lex Histonae’, 
Speculum 55 (1980), 1-21; idem, ‘What do we know about Bede’s 
Commentaries’, Recherches de théologie ancienne et médiévale 49 (1982), 
5-20; idem, ‘Bede and Cicero’, Anglo-Saxon England 16 (1987), 1-15. 


Background studies: For general guidance sec S. D. Keynes, Anglo-Saxon 
History: A Select Bibliography (Binghamton, NY, 1987). On the 
Gregorian mission (above, chs. 5-8), see H. Mayr-Harting, The 
Coming of Christianity to Anglo-Saxon England (London, 1972); on 
Canterbury (ch. 9), see N. Brooks, The Early History of the Church of 
Canterbury (Leicester, 1984); on Northumbria, sec P. Hunter Blair, 
Northumbria in the Days of Bede (London, 1976); on Whitby, see P. 
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Hunter Blair, ‘Whitby as a Centre of Learning in the Seventh 
Century’, in Learning and Literature in Anglo-Saxon England, ed. M. 
Lapidge and H. Gneuss (Cambridge, 1985), pp. 3-32; on western 
England, see P. Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature in Western 
England, 600-800 (Cambridge, 1990); and on grammatical studies, 
see V. Law, The Insular Latin Grammarians (Woodbridge, 1982). 
The excavations at Jarrow have not yet been published; see, for 
now, R. J. Cramp, ‘Monastic Sites’, in The Archaeology of Anglo- 
Saxon England, ed. D. M. Wilson (London, 1976), pp. 201-52. For 
Yeavering, see B. Hope-Taylor, Yeavering: An Anglo-Brnitish Centre 
of Early Northumbria (London, 1977). 
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Acca, bishop of Hexham, 5, 164, 
170-1, 189-90, 192, 277 

Adomnan, abbot of St Columba’s, 
17, 102, 180, 181, 185; visit to 
Wearmouth and Jarrow, 102, 103; 
Life of Columba, 102 

ZEbbe, of Coldingham, 143 

Aedan, king of Scots, 19 

fEdde, 170 

/Elffaed, Northumbrian princess, ab- 
bess of Whitby, 150 

Elle, king of South Saxons, 35, 36, 
69, 76 

Aelius Donatus, 244, 245, 246, 285 

Aehius Melius, 249 

‘Bona, 170 

‘éthelbald, king of Mercia, 6, 37 

‘Ethelberht, king of Kent, 36, 41, 47, 
69, 73, 80, 84, 86, 90, 266; 
Gregory’s letters to, 59, 60-1; 
death, 72; conversion, 74, 75; code 
of, 88 

/Ethelburg, queen, Boniface V’s letter 
to, 89, go 

‘Ethelfrith, king of Northumbria, 19, 
36, 69, 81, 90, 91, 93, 100, 102 

AKthelred the Unready, 34 

Aetherius, bishop of Lyons, 51, 72, 73 

fEthilwald, hermit of Farne, 202 

fEtla, bishop of Dorchester, 148 

Agatho, pope, 168, 169, 170 

Agilbert, bishop of Paris, 20, 111-12, 
158, 160 

agriculture, in Saxon communities, 
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Aidan, bishop, 143, 146; at Lindis- 
farne, 103, 104, TEI, 135, 139, 202; 
Bede’s description, 103-4; death, 
105, 146 

Aix-en-Provence, 50, 51, 65 

Alaric the Visigoth, 9 


Alban, St, 277 

Albinus, abbot of Canterbury, 71-2, 
77 

Alchflead, Northumbrian princess, 105 

Alchfrith, son of Osuiu, 157, 160 

Alcuin, 180, 225, 228, 282, 283 

Aldfrith, king of Northumbria, 102, 
137, 179-80, 181, 184-6 

Aldhelm, bishop of Sherborne, 83, 
137, 180, 242, 265, 280 

Alfred the Great, 131 

Ammianus Marcellinus, 18 

anchorites, 132, 201 

Andelys-sur-Seine, nunnery, 145 

Angles, 24, 25 

Anglo-Saxon(s), kingdoms, 8, 15; and 
Britons, 23; Bede’s view of con- 
quest, 25; raids on Britain, 32; 
place-names, 32; nature of society, 
33-4; concept of loyalty, 33-4; 
British opposition to expansion, 
35; extinguish British rule east of 
Trent, 35; growing domination 
north of Humber, 36; links with 
Gaul, 45, 47 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 28-9, 111, 
112 

Angmering, 32 

Anna, king of East Angles, 111 

annus domini, used by Bede, 268-9, 
303 

Antiolus, bishop, 122 

Antony, St, Athanasius’s Life, 272-4 

Arbeia (South Shields), 8 

Arculf, bishop, 185 

Argyllshire, 18 

Arianism, 124, 272, 275 

Arigius, civil governor of Provence, 
43, 50 

Arles, 50, 51, 56, 58, 59, 65, 74, 122 

Armorica, 14 
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Ars Grammatica (Boniface), 246, 247 

Ars Grammatica (Julian), 245 

Ars Grammatica (Tatwine), 246 

Artes Grammaticae (Donatus), 244 

asceticism, 121 

Asper, 247 

Asterius, archbishop of Milan, 110 

Athanasius, 273, 275 

Audacius, 245 

Audrey, St, of Ely, 144, 146, 231, 277 

Augustine, St, 8; mission to Britain, 
41-2, 46-8, 49-57; route fol- 
lowed, 51-2; success of mission, 59; 
authority confirmed by Gregory, 
61-2; seeks advice from Gregory, 
64-5; Bede’s account of his mis- 
sion, 68-78; death, 80; tradition of 
relations with British bishops, 
80-2, 84; limited success in Kent, 
94 

Augustine’s oak, 80, 82 

Augustine, St, of Hippo, 248, 265, 
293 

Autun, 48, 51, 56 

Auxerre, 52, 56 


Balthild, wife of Clovis II, 145 

Bangor-is-Coed (Bancornaburg), 
monks of, 81, 82, 84 

Bamburgh, 35, 93, 202 

baptism, Roman rite of, 81 

Bede, reputation, vii, 4; ‘manner of 
man he was’, viii; birth, 3, 4; 
early life, 3, 5, 178, 237; way of life 
and work, 3, 5; diaconate, 3, 4, 5; 
priesthood, 3, 4; place of birth, 4; 
kinsmen, 4; dedication of his theo- 
logical works, 5; dating of his 
writings, 5; delight in music and 
recitation, 5; beliefs, 11, 299-302; 
geographical beliefs, 11-12, 133 
and Hibernia, 11-12; and Brittania, 
13; and the Scriptures, 13-14, 212; 
view of origins of peoples of 
Britain, 14-19; and the Picts, 
14-17; interest in etymology of 
place-names, 18, 103; account of 
Germanic peoples, 23-4, 25; his 
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historical sources, 24-5, 26; 
charges against Britons, 25-6; and 
British invitation to Saxons, 26-7; 
interest in vernacular poetry, 28; 
and History of Gregory of Tours, 
30; expresses Anglo-Saxon theme 
of loyalty, 33-4; account of St 
Augustine’s mission, 41, 68-78; 
sources for account of mission, 69, 
70, 71-2, 77; on conversion of the 
English, 68-9, 70; and metropoli- 
tan status of York, 70; material 
brought from Canterbury for 
History, 71-2, 73, 77; survey of 
Gregory’s life and work, 75-6; 
account of tradition of Augustine’s 
relations with British clergy, 80-2; 
view on. unitas Catholica, 83-4; and 
Easter question, 84, 261; account 
of Roman mission to Northumbria, 
89-93; beliefs about Columba, 
103; tribute to Irish monks, 104; 
and synod of Whitby, 118; and 
heresiarchs, 124; and Pelagius, 124; 
use of works of Cassiodorus, 128; 
and the contemplative life, 142; 
in care of Benedict Biscop, 149, 
237; honours Benedict, 181-2; 
account of Theodore’s journey, 
159-60; dominant influence of 
Ceolfrith, 162; and date of founda- 
tion of Wearmouth, 165, 166; and 
church paintings, 173; and Jarrow, 
175, 178; condemnation of Ecg- 
frith, 181; and death of Ceolfrith, 
193; conception of monastic life, 
197; delight in learning and 
writing, 197; view of Cuthbert, 
201; influence of Gregory the 
Great, 211; use of Codex Gran- 
dior, 222; Biblical commentaries, 
225, 298-9; recognition of impor- 
tance of Hebrew, 233-4; transla- 
tions into English, 235; education, 
237, 241, 242, 243-4; and children, 
242; school-books, 248-50, 261-8; 
list of his writings, 248; daily wor- 
ship, 259; scientific writings, 261— 
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Bede—cont. 
8; chronology, 269-70, 303; 
charged with heresy, 266-7; in- 
terest in lives of saints and martyrs, 
277-80; achievements, 299-302; 
death described by Cuthbert, 
307-8; visit to Egbert, 305 

Benedict Biscop, abbot of Wear- 
mouth, 3, 4, 64, 119, 120, 121, 
125; at Lérins, 123, 157, 158; 
attitude to monasticism, 123; 
birth, 155; his name, 155; service 
at Osuiu’s court, 155; pilgrimage 
to Rome, 156-7; visits to Rome, 
157-8, 160, 168-9, 176-7, 186; 
accompanies Theodore to Eng- 
land, 158-60; returns to North- 
umbria, 160-1; founds Wear- 
mouth, 161~2, 165-8; secures help 
of Ceolfrith, 161, 163-4; his rule 
at Wearmouth and Jarrow, 176, 
197-8, 200-1; death, 177, 197; 
legacy, 182; burial place, 205 

Benedict of Aniane, 125 

Benedict of Nursia, St, 197, 208; 


founds monastery at Monte 
Cassino, 125 

Benedicta, 135 

Benedictine Rule, 125, 142, 153, 


197-8, 208, 240, 241 

Beowulf, 27, 28-30, 283 

Bernicia, 17, 35, 81, 93, 94, 102 

Bertha, queen of Kent, 47, 53, 73, 87; 
Gregory’s letters to, 59, 60, 61 

Bertilda, abbess of Chelles, 145 

Bible, the, 127; in Greek, 212, 214, 
234; in Latin, 212-13, 233; 
canonical books, 213; Old-Latin, 
213, 222; Jerome’s translation, 
213, 214, 215, 222, 224; in He- 
brew, 214; in England, 215-16; 
English Gospels, 216-19; earliest 


surviving, 223; Northumbrian, 
221-5 
birds, 11 
Birinus, bishop, mission to W. 


Saxons, 110-11 
bishops, consecration of, 64-5 
Boethius, 259 


Boisil, abbot of Melrose, 1o1 

Boniface, English missionary, vil, 
109, 219, 226, 234, 246; founda- 
tion of Fulda, 247 

Boniface IV, pope, 80, 86 

Boniface V, pope, 87, 89, 90, 92 

Book of Pastoral Care (Gregory), 212 

Bornholm, 31 

Boructuari, 24 

Bosa, bishop of York, 148 

Bosham, 113 

Botulph, abbot of Iken, 163 

boys, purchase of, 43, 44-5, 46 

Bradwell-on-Sea, monastery, 
140 

Breedon, monastery, 246, 247 

Brettones, 14 

Bridei, king of the Picts, 16, 17 

Brihtnoth, 34 

Brisings, necklace of, 29 

Britain (Brittania), stability and 
prosperity, 6-7; remoteness from 
centre of things, 7-8; ceases to be 
part of empire, 8-9; natural 
wealth, 11; languages, 13; legends 
about peoples of, 14-15; Roman 
military defences, 23; conquest by 
English, 26; native principalities, 
34-5; multiplicity of kings, 34-5; 
Anglo-Saxon settlement, 36-7; 
northern kingdoms, 94; Christian 
hinterland, 94; Gaulish and Italian 
influences on monasticism, 120-1 

Britons, 13, 15, 20; hostility to 
universal church, 6, 25, 83-4; and 
Christianity, 23, 25; pelagianism, 
25, 125; Bede’s charges against, 
25-6; clergy, 25, 26; invitation to 
Saxons, 26; Saxon domination 
over, 26; opposition to Anglo- 
Saxon expansion, 35, 36; letter 
from archbishop of Canterbury to 
bishops, 85 

Brixworth church, 207 

Brunhild, queen, 44, 45, 46, 47, 52, 
53> 54, 55» 56, 58, 65 

Brutus, legend of, 16, 18 

Burchard Gospels, 217 

Burgh castle, 107, 109, 140 


106, 
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Burgundofara, abbess, 145 


Czdmon, work of, 149, 150, 2353 
Bede’s account of, 257 

Czdwalla, king of West Saxons, 187 

Cadwallon, king of Gwynedd, 97, 
102, 103 

Caesarius, bishop of Arles, 123, 124, 
239, 240, 279 

Candidus, 43-5, 46, 51 

Canterbury, archbishopric, 6; ab- 
sence of records on Augustine’s 
mission, 41; monastery founded by 
Augustine, 71, 74, 75, 139, 1593 
local traditions, 71, 72; church of 
St Martin, 74, 87, 275; episcopal 
seat, 74; church of SS Peter and 
Paul, 74, 87; cathedral, 75, 87; 
first archbishops, 80-8, 96, 98; 
ravaged by fire, 87; church of 
Four Crowned Martyrs, 87, 88; 
church of St Mary, 87-8; Theo- 
dore reaches, 119; centre of 
scholarship, 242-3 

Carthage, Council (397), 213 

Cassian, John, writings of, 122, 124, 
131 

Cassiodorus, 125, 184-5, 214, 224, 
225, 248; founds school at Vivar- 
ium, 126; writings, 126-8; work 
of, 221, 224, 225 

Catterick, 93, 98 

Ceawlin, king of W. Saxons, 36 

Cedd, bishop of Lastingham, 105, 
106, 117, 140-1 

Celtic church, 83, 85, 86, 100-1 

Cenwalh, king of Wessex, 111, 112, 
160 

Ceolfrith, abbot, 3, 15, 101, 109; and 
foundation of Wearmouth, 109, 
161~2; abbot of Bede’s monastery, 
161-2; at Ripon, 162-3, 166; 
travels, 163; ordination, 163; Life, 
165, 166, 167, 170, 172, 175, 178, 
189, 198, 222; visit to Rome, 168— 
9g; becomes abbot of Jarrow, 175; 
abbot of Jarrow and Wearmouth, 
177, 181, 184-93; decision to go to 
Rome, 184, 190-1; departure from 


Ceolfrith—cont. 

Wearmouth, 191; last journey to 
Rome and his death, 192-3, 221, 
223, 225; directs transcription of 
pandects, 221-2, 224-5; and Codex 
Amiatinus, 223; and Bede’s educa- 
tion, 237 

Ceollach, bishop, 105 

Celestine, pope, 20 

Cerdic, West Saxon leader, 35 

Charisius, 246, 247 

Charibert, king, 47, 60 

Chelles, nunnery, 145, 147 

Chester, 81 

Childebert II, king, 43, 44, 45, 46 

children, religious teaching, 104; in 
monasteries, 240 

Chilperic, 60 

Chlotar I, king, 47 

Christian era, introduction of, 269 

Christianity, Irish missionaries, 20-1 ; 
conversion of Picts, 16-17; Britons 
and, 23, 25; obliterated in Anglo- 
Saxon England, 42; Gregory’s in- 
structions for organization of 
church, 62-3, 64-5; in Kent, 71; 
obscurities in history, 80; and date 
of Easter, 83; restored to E. 
Saxons, 105, 106; in Midlands, 
105; introduced to E. Anglia, 
107-9; conversion of W. Saxons, 
S. Saxons and Isle of Wight, 
109-13; spread due to zeal of 
monks, 118; in Northumbria, 149; 
Irish and Scottish, 155-6 

chronology, Bede’s, 265-8, 

church building, 167-8 

Circumcelliones, 133 

Clovis I, king of the Franks, 35, 44, 
125, 145 

Clovis II, king, 145 

cockles, 11 

Codex Amiatinus, 
223-5, 233, 256 

Codex Aureus, 229 

Codex Cosmographiorum, 184 

Codex Grandior, 128, 184, 221, 222, 
223, 224 

Codex Valerianus, 215 


71, 193, 218, 
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coenobites, 132, 142, 201, 203 

Coldingham, monastery, 141, 143-4 

Coifi, 91-2 

Collationes (Cassian), 124 

Colman, bishop, 101, 117 

Columba, St, 16-17, 20; monastery 
of, 102; Life, 102, 280; death, 103; 
founds Iona, 103, 142; founds 
Durrow, 103 

Columbanus, abbot of Luxeuil, 83, 
85, 108, 125, 144, 147 

Commentum tn Artem Donatt (Pom- 
peius), 245 

Commentary on Job (Gregory), 69, 75, 
215, 237, 285 

Commentary on the Psalms, 128 

Commonitorium (Vincent), 124 

Conferences (Cassian), 122 

Consentius, 246, 247 

Constantine the Great, 60, 61 

Constantius, 25 

Contra Nestorium (Cassian), 124 

Corbie, 225-6 

cosmographers, early, 264-5 

cross, cult of, 102 

Cura Pastoralis (Gregory), 131 

Cuthbert, St, 4, 6, 70, 101, 189; at 
Farne, 135, 142, 201, 202: monas- 
teries associated with, 141; asceti- 
cism, 141-2; and women, 143; 
rule for Lindisfarne, 200; Life 
(anonymous), 200, 277; Life 
(Bede), 202, 278-9; successors, 
202-3; cult of, 231-3; translation 
of remains, 231—2, 233; history of 
relics, 232-3 

cwealm. See plague 

Cuthswith, abbess, 219 

Cynefrith, abbot of Gilling, 101, 162 

Cynegils, king of W. Saxons, 110, 111 

Cynric, W. Saxon leader, 35 

Cyriac, abbot of St Andrew’s, Rome, 
56 


Dagan, bishop, 85 
Dalfinus, count, 156 
Dal-Réti, 18, 19 
Dalreudini, the, 17, 18 
Dalriata, 18, 19 


Dalton-le-Dale, 186 

Damasus, pope, 213, 217 

Damian, bishop of Rochester, 117-18 
Danes, 24, 27, 34 

Daniel, bishop of Winchester, 109-10 
De Arte Metrica, 5, 245, 249 

De Ecclesiasticis Offictis, 132 
Degsastan, battle of, 19 

Deira, 35, 76, 93 

De Laudibus Virginitatis (Aldhelm), 


247 

De Libris Gentilium (Isidore), 285 

De Locis Sanctis (Adomnan), 185 

De Locts Sanctis (Bede), 185, 186 

De Natura Rerum (Bede), 261, 265, 285 

De Natura Rerum (Isidore), 137, 307 

De Orthographia (Bede), 248—9 

De Schematibus et Tropts (Bede), 5, 234, 
249, 250 

Desiderius, bishop of Vienne, 51, 285 

De Temporibus (Bede), 68, 188, 261, 
265, 267-8 

De Temporum Ratwone (Bede), 69, 70, 
187, 205, 234, 261, 262, 268 

Deusdedit (Frithonas), archbishop of 
Canterbury, 118 

devils, sacrifices to, 95 

Dialogues (Gregory), 69, 75 

Diatessaron (Tatian), 218 

Diomedes, 246, 247 

Dionysius Exiguus, 269 

Diocletian, emperor, 8, 54, 269 

Diuma, bishop, 105 

Dorchester-on-Thames, episcopal 
seat, 110, 112 

double houses, monastic, 134, 135-6, 
141, 143, 144, 145, 146 

Dryhthelm, 141 

Dunnichen Moss, Forfar, battle of, 6, 
179 

Dunwich, 108 

Durham, 219, 232 

Durrow, monastery of, 103; Book of, 
228 

Dynamius, of Provence, 43, 44, 247 


Eadbald, king of Kent, 86, 87, 88; 
conversion, 89 
Eadburga, abbess of Thanet, 226 
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Eadfrith, bishop of Lindisfarne, 202, 
230 

Eanfled, queen of Northumbria, ab- 
bess of Whitby, 90, 92, 101, 149-50, 
155, 241; founds monastery at 
Gilling, 101 

East Anglia, 90, 94, 95; introduction 
of Christianity, 106-9; civilization 
of, 109; Gaulish and Irish influen- 
ces, 109; Irish missionaries, 229 

Easter, date for celebration, 81, 83-4, 
97, 181, 188, 261 

East Saxons, 34, 84; pagan reaction, 
86, 87; restoration of Christianity 
to, 105, 106 

Ecclesiastical History of the English 
Nation (Bede), date of completion, 
4; first draft, 6; Gregorian mission 
in, 71; Bede’s approach to, 78; 
account of mission to Northumbria, 
89; chronology of, 269-70, 303-4; 
use of anno domini, 303; greatness 
of, 302-5 

Ecgfrith, king of Northumbria, 6, 20, 
160, 161, 169; killed, 178, 179, 180 

Echternach Gospels, 218, 229 

Eddius, 151, 152, 153, 155, 156, 199 

Edmund of Bury, St, 231 

education, within Roman empire, 
237-8; Christian, 239-40; trivium 
and quadrivium, 242; grammatical 
studies, 243-5 

Edwin, king of Northumbrians, 34, 
36, 77; account of his conversion 
to Christianity, 89-92, 95; death, 
92, 93, 96, 97; Welsh tradition on, 
94; exile, 102 

Egbert, archbishop of York, 4, 5, 212, 
225, 305 

Egbert, king of Kent, 159 

Elmet, church, 93; kingdom, 147 

Ely, founding of, 70, 146 

English, 13; defeat Scots at Degsas- 
tan, 19; conversion of, 53, 60, 
68-9, 70, 74-5; mass baptisms at 
Christmas 597, 53, 54, 66, 73; 
Celtic clergy work among, 100-1; 
enemies of British, 100; mission- 
aries to pagan Germans, 109; 


English—cont. 

church, 119, 140; monasticism, 
148, 157 

Eorpwald, 95 

Eosterwine, abbot of Wearmouth, 
168, 176, 178, 190, 205; Bede’s 
account of, 177 

episcopal office, 
pointed to, 98 

Esi, abbot, 107 

Essex, paganism in, 94, 118 

Ethelburga, abbess of Barking, 280 

Ethiluald, bishop of Lindisfarne, 230 

Eucherius, bishop of Lyons, 123, 131 

Eulogius, patriarch of Alexandria, 7, 
53, 54,56; Gregory’s letter to, 72, 73 

Eusebius, 266, 267, 268 

Eustasius, abbot of Luxeuil, 145 

evangelists, portrayal, 227, 230-1, 232 


Englishmen ap- 


Faremoutiers-en-Brie, nunnery of, 
145-6 

Farne, 135, 142; Cuthbert’s with- 
drawal to, 201, 202; description, 202 

Faustus, bishop of Riez, 121, 123, 124 

Felgild, at Farne, 202 

Felix, bishop, 107-8, 109 

Felixstowe, 108 

Fight at Finnsburg, 27 

Finan, bishop of Lindisfarne, 105, 142 

Finn, king of the Frisians, 27-8, 29 

Finnsburg, 27, 31, 32 

fish, 11 

Florentine, 131-2 

Foilléan,abbot, 109 

forts, Roman, 8, 18, 23, 106, 108, 109 

Fortunatus, 60 

Franks, 43; links with Anglo-Saxons, 
47> 55 

Frisia, 28, 29 

Frisians, 24, 27 

Fructuosus, archbishop of Braga, 
134-5, 136, 140, 240 

Fulda, abbey of, 218, 219, 246, 292 

Fursey, 20, 108-9 


Gaeseric the Vandal, 35 
Gallican Psalter, 214, 255 
Garrianonum, 109 
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Gateshead, monastery, 140 

Gaul (Gallia), 26, 31, 42-7, 50-3, 54, 
58, 65, 68 

Genereus the Baker, 103 

Geraint, king of Dumnonia, 83 

Germanus, bishop of Auxerre, 24-5, 
124 

Germany (Germania), peoples of, 
23-4; Bede’s interest in races of, 
24, 25; Anglo-Saxon missionaries, 
24; Tacitus’s view of inhabitants, 
32-3; code of comitatus, 33-4; pro- 
vinces, 54-5 

Gilling, monastery, 101; Ceolfrith at, 
162 

Gildas, 24, 25, 26, 35 

glass-makers, 167, 168 

Goodmanham, pagan temple, 92, 93 

Gospel books, 226-8; Northumbrian 
manuscripts, 226, 227; Italian, 
226~—7, 228, 230; illuminated, 226- 
30; on purple parchment, 226, 
228; Hiberno-Saxon, 227-31 

Gospels of St Augustine, 216 

Goths, 125-6 

grammar, 243-4 

grammarians, late imperial, 244, 
245-6; English, 246-8 

grammar schools, 238 

Greek, study of, 119, 137; Scriptures 
in, 212 

Gregory the Great, pope, vii, 7, 8; 
letters as source on Augustine’s 
mission, 41; Gaulish correspond- 
ence, 42-8, 50-1, 52-3, 56; 
English correspondence, 58-66, 
68; receives news of Augustine’s 
mission in England, 53-4; warning 
letter to Augustine, 59-60; Bede’s 
account of his life and work, 
75-6; epitaph, 76; Northumbrian 
tradition about, 76-8; plans for 
two metropolitans, 97; oldest 
biography of, 150; and church 
painting, 173-4; venerated by 
English, 211; and Jerome’s Bible, 
215; surviving manuscripts, 293-4 

Gregory II, pope, 71, 192, 193 

Gregory of Tours, 29, 30, 47, 238 


Guthlac, Life of, 109, 203, 280 


Hadrian, abbot, 70, 71; at 
Canterbury, 119-20; 159, 160, 
242; accompanies Theodore to 
Canterbury, 158, 159 

Hadrian’s Wall, 9 

Heedde, bishop of Winchester, 110 

hagiography, 276, 279-80 

Hartlepool, monastery, 140, 146, 147, 
150 

Hastings, 32 

Hatfield, synod of, 170 

heathenism, 94; reversion to, 117 

Heavenfield, 101, 111 

Hebrew, study of, 137, 213, 233 

Hebrew Psalter, 214 

Heiu, abbess, 146, 147 

Hengest, leader of Danes, 28, 31, 35 

heresies, Christian, 124, 289 

hermits, 132, 142, 201, 202-3 

Hexapla, 214, 222 

Hexham, 101; Wilfrid’s church, 152, 
161 

Hibernia. See Yreland 

Hilary, bishop of Arles, 120-1, 122 

Hilda, abbess of Whitby, 145, 147; 
baptism, 147, 148; life and work, 
147-8 

Hildeburh, queén, 28 

Mistoria Abbatum (Bede), 159, 160, 
165, 169, 171, 178, 189, 198, 303 

Hnaef, king of the Danes, 27-8 

Homilies (Gregory), 75 

Honoratus, bishop of Arles, 120-1, 
122-3, 124, 197 

Honorius, archbishop of Canterbury, 
96, 98, 108, 156 

Honorius I, pope, 96, 97, 110 

horarium, monastic, 208 

Horsa, 28 

Hwaetbert (Eusebius), abbot of 
Wearmouth and Jarrow, 187, 192, 
205, 241, 269, 280 

Hunwald, 34 

Huns, 24 

Hygelac, raid of, 29-30, 31 


Ida, 35 
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idol worship, 88, 89 

Iken, monastery at, 109, 163 

images, church, 172, 173 

Ingoberga, 47 

Inishboffin, monastic life on, 101 

Institutes (Cassian), 122 

Institutiones (Cassiodorus), 126-8 

instruments, musical, 257 

Iona, 16, 102, 105; missions to 
English, 103, 105-6; as mother 
church, 106; organization, 142; 
Aldfrith at, 180, 181; and catholic 
Easter, 181, 188 

Ireland (Hibernia), Bede’s beliefs 
about, 11-12, 181; early links with 
western Britain, 18; Bede’s picture 
of, 19-21; missionaries, 20-1, 104, 
108-9, 229; characteristics of 
society, 21; letter to clergy from 
Canterbury, 85-6; pelagianism, 
97; ‘Roman’ clergy, 101, 111; 
learning and scholarship, 104-5; 
monasticism, 144; Christian pil- 
grimages, 155-6; and Northum- 
bria, 180, 181; influence on church 
of Wearmouth and Jarrow, 187 

Isidore, bishop of Seville, 18, 125, 
130, 201, 205, 238, 250, 253, 265, 
266, 268; on monasticism, 132-4, 
135-6, 137, 257; works of, 292-3 

Ithamar, bishop of Rochester, 98 


James the Deacon, 96, 98, 150, 170 

Jarrow, 3, 4, 7, 20; church of St Paul, 
6, 168, 175, 176, 179, 205, 207; 
rule for, 64, 125, 197-8; Adomnan 
visits, 102, 103; attacked by 
plague, 117, 178; library at, 124; 
foundation of, 175-82; Ceolfrith 
as abbot, 175, 184; early history, 
175, 189; relations with Wear- 
mouth, 176, 177, 181; close rela- 
tions with Rome, 180; links with 
churches, 188-9; and Lindisfarne, 
189; election of abbot, 199; relics, 
206; sacrarium, 205; Rood stone, 
207; manual activities at, 208-9; 
Ceolfrith’s pandects, 122-3; scribes, 
229 


Jerome, 127, 268; translation of 
Gospels, 213~—15, 222, 233, 234 

jet, Whitby deposits, 11 

jewellery, 109, 229 

Jews, 43, 45, 137 

John, abbot, archicantor of St 
Peter’s, 5, 70, 171-2 

John, bishop of Hexham, 3, 5, 148, 
243 

John IV, pope, 97, 204-5 

Julian of Toledo, archbishop, 245-6 

Julius Honorius, 185 

Julius Modestas, 249 

Justinian, emperor, 8, 42, 130 

Justus, archbishop of Canterbury, at 
Rochester, 80, 84, 85, 86, 87; 
becomes archbishop, 87, 95 

Jutes, 24, 25 


Kaiserswerth, monastery, 24 

Kells, Book of, 229 

Kent, 6, 29 34; beginnings of Chris- 
tianity, 71, 74; pagan reaction, 
72, 85, 86, 94; results of Augus- 
tine’s mission, 88; alliance with 
Northumbria, 89-90; links with 
East Anglia, 95 


Lastingham, monastery, 105-6, 117, 
140 

Latin, use of, 13-14, 15, 239; Scrip- 
tures in, 212; language of scholar- 
ship, 234-5; teaching of, 246; 
Bede’s school manuals, 248-9; 
Hisperic, 279 

Lawrence, archbishop of Canter- 
bury, 59, 60, 63, 66, 74, 80, 83, 86; 
succeeds Augustine, 85; letters to 
clergy, 85-6; plans to abandon 
mission, 86; death, 87 

Leander, bishop of Seville, 
130-2, 134, 215 

lector, function of, 253-4 

Leo I, pope, 123 

Le Puy Bible, 226 

Lérins, monastery of, 51, 65, 120-2, 
140; intellectual importance, 122- 
3; Rule for, 123; Benedict Biscop 
at, 157-8 


125, 
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Leuthere, bishop, 112 

Libellus Responstonum, 64-5, 70, 75, 
295 

Libellus Synodicus (Gregory), 75, 295 

Liber Pontificalis, 41, 69, 74, 75, 150, 
176, 205 

Liber Vitae (Lindisfarne), 155 

Lichfield, 217, 229 

Lincoln, 95, 96 

Lindisfarne, monastery, 4, 6, 7, 93, 
101, 141; Columban mission to, 
100; Aidan at, 104; mission to 
English, 106; description of, 142; 
church at, 142, 166; organisation 
and Rule, 142-3, 200, 201; Wilfrid 
at, 151, 152; Bede and, 180; flight 
from, 232 

Lindisfarne Gospels, 217-18, 224, 
230-1 

Lindsey, 94, Paulinus’s mission, 95, 
g6; kings of, 155 

literature, theme of loyalty in, 33, 34; 
secular, 283-91 

Littleborough, baptisms at, 95 

Liudhard, bishop, 47, 73, 74, 216 

London, bishop of, 61-2; Pope 
Gregory and, 62-3, 66, 69, 70; 
East Saxon capital, 84, episcopal 
seat, 84, 112 

Lupus, bishop of Troyes, 122, 123 

Luxeuil, 144, 145 

Lyons, 48, 51, 56, 58 


Mac Regol, Book of, 229 

Maihingen Gospels, 229 

Maldon, battle of, 34 

Mallius Theodorus, 245 

Malmesbury, William of, 4, 7, 86 

manuscripts, copying of, 127 

Marseilles, 43, 51, 56, 58; monas- 
teries near, 122 

Martin, St, Life of, 274, 275 

martyrology, 277 

Maurice, emperor, 68, 69, 70 

Maximus Victorinus, 245 

Mayo, monastery, 101 

Mellitus, archbishop, 59, 63, 66, 69, 
74; consecration, 80, 84; leads 
embassy to Rome, 86; driven from 


Mellitus—cont. 
London, 86; becomes archbishop, 
87 
Melrose, monastery, 101, 140, 141, 
143, 162, 200 
Mercia, 94; domination under 
fEthelbald and Offa, 37; Gospel 
preached in, 105 
metre, Bede’s work on, 249-50 
monasticism, Irish, 108, 123, 139, 
140, 144, 201; western centres, 
120; Anglo-Saxon, 120; discipline, 
1215 asceticism, 122; different 
rules, 125; Benedictine Rule, 125, 
140, 197-201; Irish and Anglo- 
Saxon centres of learning, 130; 
Spanish, 131-7, 139; part played 
by women in, I31-2, 143-4; 
Leander’s Rule, 131-2, 134; Isi- 
dore on, 132-4, 135-6; double 
houses, 134, 135-6; Northum- 
brian, 134; development in Eng- 
jand, 139; Irish missionaries and 
growth of, 144; Rules in England, 
147, 181, 197-201; and children, 
240-1 
monasteries, admission 
physical appearance, 
Anglo-Saxon, 204 
monks, Isidore’s classification, 132-3 
Mons Badonicus, siege of, 35 
Monte Cassino, 125, 197 
Moralia (Gregory), 131, 293 
Morgan Psalter, 256 
music, monastic, 257 
mussels, 11 


to, 2415 


140-1; 


Narbonne, 45 

Nechtan, king of Picts, 188 

neo-platonism, 275 

Nicaea, Council of, 272 

Normans, conquest of Britain, 27, 32 

Northumbria, 6, 15, 35; and Picts, 
16, 102; Paulinus’s mission, 19, 89, 
95; conversion, 20, 89, 90; alliance 
with Kent, 89, 90, 95; traditional 
account of Edwin’s conversion, 
92-3; ravaged, 97; royal family 
flees, 97; cult of the cross, 102 
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notation, musical, 171, 257 

Nothhelm, 71, 72, 73, 85, 89 

Notitta Dignitatum, 62 

nunneries, in Gaul, 144~—5; in south- 
ern England, 146 

nuns, communities in Spain, 131-2, 
143, 240 

number, study of, 259-61; and date 
of Easter, 260 


Offa, king of Mercia, 37 

Oftfor, bishop, 148 

ogam, 18 

‘Old-Latin’ Bible, 213, 215 

Old Yeavering, royal estate, 93, 102; 
remains of wooden church, 93 

Opus Dei, the, 208, 211 

Orange, Council of (529), 124 

orders, minor, 253 

ores, II 

Origen, 214 

orthography, 248, 250 

Ovid, 289, 290 

Osred, king of Northumbria, 186 

Osuiu, king of Northumbria, 36, 105, 
106, 118-19, 155, 157, 160, 162, 
241 

Oswald, king of Northumbria, 36, 
93, 101-2, 103, 110, 111, 206 

oxen, sacrifices, 63 


paganism, survival of, 42; Germanic, 
42; Kent relapses to, 85, 86, 94; 
in southern England, 111, 283 

paintings, brought to Wearmouth, 
172-3 

Palladius, 20 

Partney, abbot of, 95 

Patrick, St, 17 

Paul, St, 212; church in London 
dedicated to, 84, 87 

Paul the Hermit, Life (Jerome), 273-4 

Paulinus, bishop, 87, 147, 149, 170; 
mission in Northumbria, 92, 110; 
Bede’s description of, 95; mission 
to Lindsey, 95-6; flight from 
Northumbria, 97, 98; occupies 
see of Rochester, 97; burial place, 


97 


Peada, heathen prince, 105, 106 

Pelagianism, 25, 97, 123, 124, 125 

Pelagius of Tours, 51, 124, 289 

Penda, king of Mercia, 97, 105, 107, 
INI, 112 

pestilentia. See plague 

Peter, abbot, 74, 87, 97 

Peter the Lombard, 223 

Pevensey, 35; siege of, 27 

Phocas, emperor, 68, 69, 268 

Picts, 6, 13, 14-16, 36, 83; language 
of, 15; Northumbrian conquest, 
16, 179; conversion to Christi- 
anity, 16-17, 20; and the Scots, 19; 
Columba and, 103; conform to 
Roman usage, 187-8; church, 
187-8 

pictures, brought from Rome by 
Benedict, 179 

Pippin, 24 

place-names, 4, 103, 118 

plague, 117-18, 162, 178, 237 

Plegwine, monk of Hexham, 267 

Pliny, 264, 290 

Pompeius, grammatical works, 245, 
246 

poetry, heroic, 27-9; religious, 149, 
235; Anglo-Saxon, 290-1 

Principius, bishop of Soissons, 122 

Priscianus, 246 

Procopius, 45 

Protasius, bishop of Aix, 50 

psalmody, in monastic life, 254-7, 
259 

Psalms, 224, 246 

Psalter, Jerome’s version, 214; in- 
struction in, 240; study of, 254-5; 
versions of, 254-7 

punctuation, of manuscripts, 126-7 

Putta, bishop of Rochester, 170 


Radagaesus, king of the Visigoths, 9 

Ravenna Cosmography, the, 62 

Redwald, king of the East Angles, 34, 
36, 90, 91, 95, 106, 107 

reading, art of, 171 

Reading, 32 

Recarred, king, 131 

Regula Monachorum, 132, 133 
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Regula Monastica Communts, 134, 
136 

relics, sacred, 205-6 

Réte, 18 

Reuda, Pictish chieftain, 17, 18 

Rochester, 96; episcopal seat, 
church of St Andrew, 84, 
cathedral, 87 

Roman empire, at time of Diocletian, 
8; heirs to tradition of, 8; western 
dioceses lost to imperial control, 8; 
end of government in Britain, 9 

Roman Psalter, 214, 233, 256-7 

Romanus, bishop of Rochester, 96, 


135» 


845 
97; 


97 

rottae (harp), 257 

Ripon, 112, 200; Wilfrid’s church at, 
152, 161; Wilfrid at, 162 

rule, monastic, 197-208, 211 


Saberht, king of the E. Saxons, 34 

sacrarium, at Jarrow, 205 

Sethryth, 145 

saints, cult of, 231, 272-81 

Salaberger Psalter, 256 

Sarabaites, 133 

Saxons, 24, 25, 26; early settlements, 
27; cemeteries, 31; village com- 
munities, 31; craftsmanship, 31; 
unity of the kin, 31 

Saxon Shore, forts of, 108, 109 

Schleswig, 24, 32, 37 

schools, 107, 108, 238-9; monastic, 
240-1, 244, 246 

Scots (Scotti), 6, 13, 15, 36; settle- 
ment in Britain, 17-18, 19; growth 
of kingdom, 18; historical kings, 
18; and the Picts, 19; baptism of 
Oswald by, 102 

scribes, monastic, 126, 127, 226, 229 

Scriptures, study of, 14, 126, 127, 148 

Sedulius, 250 

Segedunum (Wallsend), 8 

Selsey, 113 

Septuagint, Greek, 234, 266 

Serenus, bishop of Marseilles, 51, 56, 
173-4 

Sergius, pope, 4, 186-7, 254 

Seville, 130, 131 


Sidonius Apollinaris, 68, 121, 122, 123 

Sigebert, king of E. Anglia, 107-8 

Sigebert, king of E. Saxons, 106 

Sigfrid, abbot of Wearmouth, 177, 
190, 205 

singing, in English churches, 170-1; 
at St Peter’s, 170 

Sisebut, king, 137 

Six Ages, Bede and doctrine of, 265-8 

snakes, 11, 12 

South Saxons, conversion to Chris- 
tianity, 109, 113 

South Shields, 8 

Spain, 42; Visigothic renaissance, 
130, 136-7; monasticism, 131-7 

springs, hot-water, I! 

Stephen, abbot of Lérins, 50, 120 

Stonyhurst Gospel, 233 

Stuttgart Psalter, 256 

Sulpicius Severus, 274, 275 

Sunderland, 4 

Sussex, 118 

Sutton Hoo, 32, 109, 163, 206-7, 229, 
257 

Syagrius, bishop of Autun, 48, 51, 52, 
54, 56, 65 


Tacitus, 32-3, 34> 35 

Tatfrith, bishop, 148 

Tatian, 218 

Tatwine, archbishop of Canterbury, 
246, 247 

temples, pagan, 94, 117 

Thanet, 73 

Theodore, archbishop of Canterbury, 
41, 52, 70, 71, 72, 104, III, FI2, 
119, 120; consecration, 158; jour- 
ney to England, 158-60; scholar- 
ship, 242-3 

Theodoric, king of the Ostrogoths, 
35, 125 

Theodulf, bishop of Orléans, 226 

Theudebert, 46, 52, 56 

Theuderich, king of the Franks, 
29-30, 46, 52, 56, 58 

Thomas, of Elmham, 160 

Thule, 14 

tides, 264 

Tilbury, 106, 140 
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time, Bede’s concept of, 262-4, 265 

Tobias, bishop of Rochester, 234 

Toledo, 137; Council of, 239-40 

Tours, 51, 52, 56, 226 

Torthelm, abbot, 166 

towns, Romano-British, 139 

Trumhere, abbot of Gilling, ror, 
105, 162 

Tuda, bishop of Lindisfarne, 117 

Tunberht, bishop of Hexham, 162 

Tweed valley, Christian commun- 
ities, 94 


uncials, 171-2, 180, 223, 229, 231, 
256 
universe, Bede’s view of, 261-2 


Vaison, Council of (529), 240 

Vergilius, archbishop of Arles, 43, 
59, 51, 595 72, 73, 123 

Vespasian Psalter, 256, 257 

Victorius of Aquitaine, 269 

Vienne, 51, 56, 58, 124 

vineyards, 11 

Vikings, 7, 37 

Virgil, 282, 285, 289, 290 

Visigoths, 27 

Vincent, 123, 124 

Vitalian, pope, 118, 119, 120, 158 

Vivarium, monastery, 126, 128, 184, 
221, 224, 225 

Vortigern, 26, 28 

Vulgate, the, 213, 214, 215, 224, 231, 
266 


Wales, Irish settlement, 18, non- 
conformity of church, 83, 188 

Wallsend, 8 

warband, Germanic, 33 

Wearmouth, monastery of, 3, 4, 5, 7, 
20, 120; Rule for, 64, 123, 168, 
197-9; Adomnan visits, 102, 103; 
library, 124; Benedict builds mon- 
astery, 161, 165-74; St Peter’s 
church, 165, 167~8, 172, 204; 
Abbot John’s visit, 170-2; scribes 


Wearmouth—vont. 
at, 171; Ceolfrith appointed abbot, 
171; St Mary’s church, 179; 
relations with Jarrow, 181; under 
Ceolfrith, 184; Benedictine abba- 
tical election, 199; relics, 206; 
Ceolfrith’s pandects, 222-3 
Wessex, 94, 106, 118, 160 
West Saxons, 34, 90, 112; conversion 
to Christianity, 109, 110, 111 
Whitby, jet deposits, 11; synod, 83, 
98, 100, 101, 112, 117, 261; Bede 
and, 118; abbey founded by Hilda, 
147; as centre of learning and 
education, 148, 150, 151; destruc- 
tion, 151 
Whithorn, 17 
Wigheard, bishop of Canterbury, 
118-19, 158 
Wight, Isle, 109, 112, 118 
Wihtberht, 20 
Wilfrid, 7, 111, 112, 113, 156; at 
synod of Whitby, 83-4; Life, go; 
life and work, 151-3; consecrated 
bishop, 158; and Benedictine Rule, 
153, 199; accompanies Benedict to 
Lyons, 156; work at York, 161, 
167; at Ripon, 162, 163; quarrel 
with Ecgfrith, 169; work at Hex- 
ham, 189; secures illuminated 
Gospel, 226, 228 
Willibald, 218, 281, 294 
Willibrord, Northumbrian mission- 
ary, 24, 70, 187 
Wimborne, monastery, 146 
Winchester, 109, 110, 112 
Wine, bishop, 112 
women, in monasticism, 131-3, 134, 
135-6, 143-4 
Wulfhere, king of Mercians, 112 


Yarmouth, 109 

York, 62, 63, 69, 70; episcopal seat, 
92, 93; James the Deacon at, 98; 
Wilfrid’s work at, 152; as centre of 
intellectual studies, 225 
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